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Low-income students of color have the difficult task of navigating their 

educational pathways in an era of resegregation, where they have higher chances 

of being tracked to lower academic courses (Mickleson & Heath, 1999) and are 

more likely to attend low-performing, racially and socioeconomically isolated 

high schools (Orfield & Lee, 2005). Research promotes the positive educational 

outcomes of integrated school settings (Wells, 1995), but limited research 

contextualizes (Wells, 2001) the experiences of low-income students of color in 

these settings. In light of research on the impact of the racial and socioeconomic 

composition of a high school on students’ educational outcomes, this dissertation 

used social capital and network theory to examine how networks of opportunity in 

accessing postsecondary resources differed between one integrated and one high 
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poverty, high minority high school. Interviews of students and faculty identified 

by students as institutional agents (Stanton-Salazar, 1997)—individuals who 

connect students to postsecondary resources—helped frame the two high school 

portraits (see Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997).  

Without systematic supports in both the integrated and segregated high 

school settings, only a select group of students were tied to resources that would 

lead them to their postsecondary aspirations. Students connected to postsecondary 

resources were at a structural advantage due to opportunities, such as enrollment 

in advanced placement (AP) courses, which would help broaden their networks of 

opportunity. In contrast, most students without the same structural advantages as 

high achieving students often felt lost navigating high school, disconnected from 

academics, and misdirected in navigating their postsecondary trajectories.  

Consequently, although the integrated high school was perceived as the 

gateway to accessing better educational opportunities, stratification occurred, 

tracking low-income and students of color to non-college preparatory courses. 

Therefore, low-income and students of color who transferred to the integrated 

high school in search of better educational opportunities received limited 

academic preparation similar to what was offered to them in their former low-

performing, high poverty, high minority high school. The findings suggest that 

without both institutional and structural transformations and systematic supports, 
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school integration alone is not the single element to offering greater educational 

opportunities to low-income and students of color. 
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INTRODUCTION 

I chose to study how students navigate networks of opportunity in both 

integrated and segregated high schools because of my own personal experience as 

a low-income student of color who transferred to a different school context—a 

predominately White and affluent context—in search of better educational 

opportunities than what my neighborhood school could offer. Also, as a school 

teacher, mentor of pre-service teachers and a community organizer in mostly 

urban school settings, I realized how both students’ personal characteristics and 

structural advantages or disadvantages within a school held a large role in shaping 

their life trajectories. My dissertation concluded that within the two high school 

contexts I studied, students were connected to postsecondary resources by chance. 

Not all students who chose to transfer to the racially and socioeconomically 

integrated high school were academically integrated, and the segregated school 

was so overwhelmingly focused on trying to recover from the pressures of 

accountability that most students were inadequately prepared for college.  

Students who did get connected to networks of opportunity did so in 

isolated ways, not because of school wide systematic efforts. In concluding this 

dissertation, I now again reflect on my own educational trajectory, attending a 

series of K-12, college, and graduate schools that were rich in educational 

opportunities. Even though I grew up in a low-income home and was raised by a 

single parent who was not college educated, I did have personal characteristics 

and structural advantages that have led me to this present moment of earning my 
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Ph.D. However, now I realize that my ability to navigate my networks of 

opportunity was in no way due to systematic supports from the schools I attended 

—all predominately White and affluent or racially/ethnically diverse in 

enrollment—but was largely due to advantages in personal characteristics, 

structural advantages, and my by chance connections to other supports and 

institutional agents.  

My mother had the support of Black leaders—family and church members 

who served on school boards, were teachers, and principals who educated her on 

what educational options would offer me the best educational resources. Once I 

was transferred to a resource rich predominately White, affluent school, I was not 

always positioned in the higher-level AP courses. It was an institutional agent, my 

8th grade English teacher, who also served as one of the academic counselors, who 

took it upon herself to be my institutional agent and placed me in advanced 

courses. She never consulted with me about upgrading me to AP, but the 

following year I unknowingly had AP English placed on my high school 

schedule.  

I also think back to my tenure teaching in a hyper-segregated junior high 

school in Washington, D.C. Public schools. I had several students who possessed 

so much potential and had postsecondary aspirations, but personal disadvantages 

such as extreme poverty and deeply rooted institutional inequalities made it 

difficult to connect students to postsecondary resources. Also, the school where I 

taught, like Green High, the racially and socioeconomically segregated school in 
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this study, was overwhelmingly concerned with getting such a large percentage of 

students who were academically underprepared, to the point where they could 

master basic academic skills. As a new and very inexperienced teacher, it was 

difficult to tackle these structural challenges alone, and be a single institutional 

agent for students who held onto educational aspirations beyond high school. 

Upon concluding this dissertation research, and knowing what I know now, I wish 

I could go back to my teaching experiences in the aforementioned school settings 

to offer systematic supports and give the students who were pushed to the margins 

academically, another opportunity to be connected to postsecondary resources.  
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CHAPTER ONE: THE PROBLEM 

 Regrettably the racially and socioeconomically separate but educationally 

unequal state of public education that existed pre the Brown v. Board of 

Education, 1954 decision presently remains in high schools (Orfield, 2001; 

Orfield & Eaton, 1996).  Low-income students of color have the difficult task of 

navigating their educational pathways in an era of “second generation 

segregation”, i.e. resegregation (Mickleson, 2002, p. 2) in the form of tracking 

(Oakes, 2005) within schools. Low-income students of color must also manage to 

navigate school in spite of resegregation in the form of racially and 

socioeconomically isolated neighborhoods and schools. This latter form of 

resegregation is the product of the legal court’s non-committal implementation of 

court ordered desegregation, persistent racial and social class inequalities in 

employment and housing, in addition to the preference of White, middle/high 

income families to attend predominately White schools with perceived superior 

educational resources and opportunities (Hochschild & Scovronick, 2003; Holme, 

2002; Minow, 2004; Orfield, 2002 ; Orfield & Lee, 2004).  

Resegregation has cultivated troubling consequences, such as segregated 

high poverty, high minority high schools labeled as “drop-out factories” (Balfanz 

& Legters, 2004; Zuckerbrod, 2007), as well as the unequal access to educational 

opportunities and academic preparation offered to low-income students of color in 

schools of various racial and socioeconomic contexts (Irizarry, 2011; Ladson-

Billings, 2006; Llera, 2008; Noguera & Yonemura Wing, 2006). Though both the 
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legal and policy intentions of the Brown decision were lost along the way1 (see 

Bell, 2004; Horsford, 2011, Ladson-Billings, 2004), we must turn our focus to 

understand how low-income students of color manage to navigate their 

educational pathways in a daunting era of intense resegregation in U.S. schools 

and communities. 

Currently, in the U.S. educational system, students who attend segregated, 

high poverty/high minority high schools2 are faced with a higher risk of dropping 

out of high school, a lack of college preparatory coursework and preparation, 

lower college enrollment rates, and in general, fewer school resources than 

students attending integrated and predominately White and affluent high schools. 

Based on the disparate educational achievement and college enrollment rates for 

students attending high poverty/high minority high schools, inferences can be 

made that racial segregation and concentrated poverty impacts college 

matriculation. However, the question left unanswered is—How do racially and 

socioeconomically unequal school institutions impact students’ postsecondary 

pathways? Thus, in what way and how does the racial and socioeconomic context 

of the high school matter to accessing postsecondary resources?  

                                                
1 Several educational policy analyst, educational legal scholars, and educational historians argue 
that the legal ideology of Brown v. Board of Education, 1954 was undermined by the resistance of 
White communities, state and local government and school districts to legally mandated 
desegregation (Bell, 2004, Horsford, 2011). Horsford (2011) also gives voice to Black 
superintendents who witnessed first hand the burdens placed on Black educators, communities, 
and students, throughout mandated desegregation. In spite of the hopes of Brown, Horsford 
reveals how the backlash and racism that occurred in response to mandated desegregation 
perpetuated the critical loss of Black educators, compromised the self-concept of Black students, 
and may explain present educational and social inequities experienced by Black youths. 
2 I reserved the use of the term high poverty, high minority high schools because that is the 
standard terminology used in research literature. 
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 The body of research on segregated versus desegregated school settings 

compares the academic achievement and educational outcomes in these two types 

of school contexts (Wells & Crain, 1994). The majority of research on segregated 

versus desegregated school contexts indicates there are observed unequal resource 

allocation and inequities in educational outcomes among high poverty/high 

minority and racially and economically integrated high schools (Wells, 1995). 

However, most of this research provides data on the educational outcomes and 

benefits of desegregated versus segregated school contexts, not on how structures 

and interactions within these different school settings lead to educational 

opportunities or inequalities (Wells, 2001). Therefore, research on desegregated 

versus segregated school context has not yet opened the black box, and entered 

high schools of various racial and socioeconomic compositions to allow student 

voices to unmask which intangibles (Wells, 2001)—i.e. relationships and 

networks—provide postsecondary opportunities or barriers.  

Class Matters 

 According to current research, social class does impact access to college. 

Disparities exist between the college attendance rates of low-income students and 

middle to high-income students. Socioeconomic status (SES) is the greatest 

predictor for four-year college enrollment (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000, 2000a). 

High-income students have a greater chance of enrolling in college than low-

income students. There is a 30% gap in college enrollment between high school 

graduates from low-income families and high-income families (National Center 
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for Educational Statistics [NCES], 2006). In 2006, 50% of low-income high 

school graduates in the U.S. progressed to college, whereas 80% of high-income 

students enrolled in college.  

 Even when low-income students have the necessary qualifications to 

attend college, they still have much lower college enrollment rates than high-

income students. Over 60% of low-income students with the minimum college 

qualifications enroll in college, whereas over 90% of high-income students enroll 

(Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000a). According to college access research, high school 

students who are both low-income and “at-risk,” do not have the same level of 

college preparatory resources available to them in high school, as do their middle 

to high-income counterparts who possess some “at-risk” factors. Low-income 

students are more “at-risk” of not accessing college preparatory resources and 

advancing along the pipeline to college, if they have one or more of the following 

factors: a C average or lower in 6th to 8th grade, a sibling who has dropped out of 

high school, the student is held back a grade, the student is from a single parent 

family, or the student changes schools more than twice (Cabrera & LaNasa, 

2000a). Unfortunately, only a third of low SES students have the minimum 

college qualifications by senior year, but two-thirds of high SES students obtain 

the minimum college qualifications (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000a).  

 The gap in college enrollment between low and high-income students is 

also attributed to inequalities in variables outside of the high school context, such 

as social class characteristics, parental support, neighborhood characteristics, and 
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community support/mentorship (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000b; Choy, Horn, Nunez, 

& Chen, 2000; Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper 1999; Horn, 1997; Hossler & 

Gallagher, 1987). College access literature also alludes to structural and resource 

inequalities—such as limited access to college application information, 

deficiencies in high school counselor support, a lack of supportive peers who also 

have college aspirations, and the channeling of certain students to non-college 

preparatory course tracks—occurring within the high school context that attribute 

to low-income students not receiving the minimum requirements to attend college 

(Freeman, 2005; McDonough, 1987). Applying to college is a competitive 

process and research suggests that structures exist that impede on a low-income 

student’s ability to acquire the minimum college requirements and resources 

necessary to be a participant in the college application game.  

Race Matters 

 Racial inequalities still exist for Black and Latino3 students in the pipeline 

to college. College enrollment rates for Black students in the U.S. have remained 

relatively constant since the late 1990s. In 1997, 58% of Black students enrolled 

in college immediately after high school graduation and in 2006, 55% enrolled 
                                                
3 The research reviewed in this dissertation uses various terminologies (Black, African-American, 
Hispanic, Chicano, Anglo, and Caucasian) for racial and ethnic groups. I made the executive 
decision for Chapters 1 through 3 to use the terms Black, Latino, and White to be consistent with 
the populations I work with in this dissertation.  
 
Black is the most appropriate label for including students who indentify as either African or 
African-American. In the region in which I collected data, Hispanic is a politically controversial 
identity label, and for this reason, Latino is a better identifier. In the dissertation data analysis and 
findings in Chapters 4 through 7, these identity labels may be used interchangeably. I asked the 
participants to classify their own racial and ethnic identity. I do not feel it is appropriate, as a 
researcher, to place labels upon the participants. These identity labels will simply be used for 
Chapters 1 and 3 in order to maintain consistency. 
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(NCES, 2006). In 2006, 58% of Latino students enrolled in college immediately 

after high school and this is slightly less than 65% of Latino students who 

enrolled in 1997 (NCES, 2006). Presently there is still a Black-White and Latino-

White gap in college enrollment rates. In 2006, White students had higher college 

attendance rates than Black and Latino students, with a 13% Black-White gap and 

a 10% Latino-White gap (NCES, 2006).  

 Black-White and Latino-White inequalities exist in academic preparation 

for college. Black and Latino students are significantly less likely than White 

students to take rigorous high school math and science courses. In 2005, among 

Black high school students, 6% took Calculus and 23% took advanced math, and 

among Latino students, 7% took Calculus and 21% took advanced math, which 

was significantly lower than 16% and 30% of White students who took Calculus 

and advanced math (NAEP, 2005). When controlling for academic ability, 

financial aid, and future benefits; Black, Latino and White students have equal 

chances of enrolling in college (Perna, 2000). This quantitative research implies 

that in a perfect world, where all is equal, race does not matter. Quantitative 

research attempts to control for specific social, economic, and racial variables to 

examine which variables have the most impact on access to college, but in the 

reality of a high school context, it is difficult to isolate these variables by 

compartmentalizing their level of influence on college enrollment. In a real high 

school setting, layers of complexity are involved in gaining access to college.  
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Context matters 

 So far, two parts of the problem, race and social class, have been identified 

as contributors to college access inequalities, but research also suggests that there 

are other factors. Research on segregated versus desegregated school contexts 

explores which school-based racial and socioeconomic inequalities lead to 

specific educational outcomes.  Thus, the racial and socioeconomic context of the 

high school matters for college access. Low-income students are typically 

disadvantaged in the pipeline to college, but according to research, this 

disadvantage is compounded in a high school context in which a majority of the 

students are not only low-income, but also students of color (Balfanz & Legters, 

2004; Horn, Chen, & Adelman, 1998; Orfield & Lee, 2004, 2005; Zuckerbrod, 

2007).   

 Troubling educational inequalities accompany most racially and 

socioeconomically segregated urban and suburban high schools in the U.S 

(Berger, Smith, and Coelen, 2004; Orfield & Lee, 2004, 2005). Students of color4 

have a greater chance of attending schools with high concentrated poverty 

(Orfield & Lee, 2004, 2005; Zuckerbrod, 2007). In 2002-2003, over 75% of Black 

students and over 70% of Latino students in the U.S. attended schools in which 

50-100% of the students were students of color, compared to 50% of Asian 

students and 12% of White students (Orfield & Lee, 2005). Additionally, in this 

same school year, over 60% of the Black and Latino school population attended 

                                                
4 I use the term students of color when referring to non-White groups. 



 

11 

 

schools in which 50% or more of the students lived in poverty, compared to 30% 

of Asian and 18% of White students (Orfield & Lee, 2005).  

 National statistics reveal that students who attend high poverty, high 

minority high schools witness more of their peers dropping out. Additionally, 

students in high poverty, high minority high schools are at a greater risk of 

dropping out of high school than students in predominately White and integrated 

high schools. Majority minority high schools are five times more likely to have 

50% or less of the freshmen class progress to senior standing on time (Balfanz & 

Legters, 2004). Almost half of the national Black student population and 40% of 

Latinos attend high schools in which only 60% or less of the freshmen class are 

promoted to their senior year on time (Balfanz & Legters, 2004).  

 Research on school integration suggests that racial and socioeconomic 

diversity in schools produces positive educational outcomes. There are short-term 

and long-term benefits associated with racially and economically desegregated 

school settings (Orfield, 1999; Wells, 1995). One short-term benefit of racial and 

economic school desegregated is higher student achievement, and one long-term 

benefit is that students who attend integrated schools are more likely to enroll in 

college (Orfield, 1999; Wells, 1995).  

These aforementioned studies use the term desegregation or integration 

interchangeably, but the definitions for both these terms places emphasis on 

policies that create school diversity in student enrollment. There is criticism that 

while these studies focus on the outcomes of placing Black, Latino or middle to 



 

12 

 

high income and poor students in the same school building, there still is an 

insignificant amount of research demonstrating the difference between surface 

displays of diversity in enrollment numbers to a school setting that is truly 

integrated by offering all students’ equal access to educational resources, feelings 

of connectedness to school (Horsford, 2011; Minow, 2004; Perry, 2004) and the 

knowledge gained from interacting with peers of diverse cultural backgrounds, 

values, and viewpoints (Hurtado, Grutter vs. Bollinger, 20035) 

Consequently, even when a school is racially and socioeconomically 

integrated/balanced, with a relatively equal share of students of color to White 

students and a relatively even socioeconomic status distribution, resegregation or 

tracking can occur within the school. In integrated high school contexts, low-

income and Black and Latino students are typically tracked to the less rigorous or 

low-ability science and math courses (Braddock & Dawkins, 1993; Gándara, 

1995; Wells, Holme, Revilla, & Atanda. 2005). Black, Latino, and low-income 

students are often unaware of the loopholes to gaining access to upper level high 

school courses (Martin, Karabel, and Jaquez, 2005; Solórzano & Ornelas, 2002). 

Also, Black and Latino students may be hesitant to enroll in predominately White 

advanced high school courses, because the classroom does not present itself to be 

a caring environment in which they can build trusting relationships with teachers 

and classmates (Yonezawa & Wells, 2002).  

                                                
5 This citation is in reference to Justice Sandra Day O’Connor’s U.S. Supreme 
Court opinion supporting the University of Michigan Law school’s affirmative 
action policy.  
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Exploring Intangible and Complex Relationships 

 Research reveals that race and social class variables alone do not fully 

explain inequalities in college access. It is the complex intersection of the two 

within a school setting that leads to college access inequalities. The present body 

of research elucidates the statistical outcomes of college access for low-income 

students, students of color, and segregated versus desegregated high school 

contexts. Research illuminates that inequalities in rigorous college preparatory 

coursework, resources such as teacher quality, and college enrollment exist 

between low-income and high-income students, students of color (specifically 

Black and Latino students) and White students, and high poverty/high minority 

and integrated school contexts.  

 According to research there are tangible resource inequalities in college 

access research. Research has yet to uncover what intangible resources—i.e. 

relationships or social networks lead to educational opportunities in schools of 

varying racial and social class compositions (see Wells, 2001). This dissertation 

uses social capital and social network theory to explore the relationship/networks 

that connect students to postsecondary resources in segregated versus integrated 

high schools. This dissertation investigates the intangible resources used and the 

relationships that are formed in order to gain access to college information in the 

midst of the complex intersection of racial, social class, and other contextual 

structures within high schools. Hochschild and Scrovonick (2003) use the term 

nested inequalities as a conceptual framework to understand how it is not just one 
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level or structure; classroom, school, district, state, race, or social class; 

contributing to educational inequalities, but it is the intersection of several 

structures. Similarly, this dissertation uses nested inequalities as a conceptual 

framework to understand the complex intersection of social class, race, and high 

school context in the pipeline to college. College access literature suggests that an 

intersection of several structures—social class, racial, and the school contextual 

structures—create inequalities in statistical educational outcomes (i.e. the 

numbers), but this dissertation will describe the reality of college access beyond 

the numbers. This dissertation will use the students’ voices to frame how nested 

social-institutional structures impact their networks of opportunity.  

  Currently, research provides us the partial story of postsecondary access: 

disparities in tangible resources such as teacher quality, school counselor 

information, college preparatory curriculum, and academic achievement outcomes 

exist and matter. However, we are missing the remainder of the story; within the 

high school what structures, relationships, and intangible resources inhibit or 

enable access to postsecondary resources. These structures and relationships will 

be studied with the help of social capital and social network theory. Resources 

represent social capital and social networks are the structures and relationships 

that shape how people access resources (Lin, 2001).  

 Social capital theory serves as a mechanism for exploring which resources 

such as coursework, college outreach programs, and community organizations—

are available to students, in each high school context, in order to assist with 
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postsecondary access. Social network theory allows us to map which relationships 

and structures (both positive and negative) are created to enable students’ access 

to social capital, i.e. college access resources. Some networks explore potential 

relationships with peers, teachers, administrators, and outside community groups. 

Social network theory also helps understand the ways in which relationships are 

structured- i.e. administrative level, teachers, peer groups, academic ability 

groups, race and social class groups-that would allow for healthy or unhealthy 

college access networks to develop.  

Comparison Across High School Contexts 

 Research on racial and economic segregation reveals disquieting resource 

inequalities and educational outcomes for students at segregated high poverty, 

high minority high schools. Research on integrated school contexts promotes 

promising educational and social outcomes for students in these school settings. 

Most of these studies on segregated and integrated school contexts only explore 

the educational and social benefits of a single context by focusing on the 

outcomes.  

The purpose of this dissertation is to investigate the college access 

resources and networks of high school context with various racial and 

socioeconomic student enrollments. By conducting a cross case comparison of 

two different high school contexts—high poverty/high minority and 

racially/economically integrated—we will have a better understanding of the 

structures, resources and relationships that are in place, within each high school 
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context, that explain the academic, social, and college resource inequalities found 

by current school segregation and integration research. The criteria for identifying 

a case study high school that was either segregated high poverty, high minority or 

integrated was solely based on student enrollment numbers. In the high poverty, 

high minority, high school both low-income and students of color represented 

over 50% of the student body. The integrated high school was selected because in 

numbers it was diverse, where no one race/ethnicity or socioeconomic group 

represented the majority. However, this dissertation moves beyond the enrollment 

numbers to reveal how racial and social class compositions—as political 

structures—shape students’ social capital and networks for accessing 

postsecondary resources.   

Research Questions  

 Based on the review of the literature and the selected theoretical and 

conceptual frameworks, the following research questions were developed to help 

ground this dissertation: 

1. How do the institutional structures and the sets of relationships 

connecting students to postsecondary resources compare across 

high schools of differing socioeconomic and racial/ethnic 

compositions? 

2. How do individual students interact with institutional structures 

and sets of relationships, and how does that interaction influence 

students’ postsecondary pathways? 
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Dissertation Organization 

 Chapter 1 of this dissertation established the dissertation problem and 

purpose. Chapter 2 of the dissertation provides an overview of literature related to 

the dissertation purpose and research questions. In Chapter 2, the following major 

themes are identified in the review of the literature: 1) the resources that are 

essential to gaining access to college 2) the impact of segregated versus 

desegregated high school contexts, 3) and the importance of social capital and 

social networks to educational opportunity and mobility. In this chapter, I identify 

gaps in the literature and explain the ways in which my dissertation will address 

what research currently has yet to uncover, in terms of the racial and 

socioeconomic context of the high school and its relationship to postsecondary 

access networks.  

 Chapter 3 describes the research methods used, portraiture, and the data 

collection and analysis processes I used. Chapters 4 through 7 present my 

research findings. In Chapters 4 through 7 I reveal how nested environments 

within each high school context shaped how students navigated their networks of 

opportunity. In Chapters 4 and 5 I depict the school and student portraits of 

Brown High School, the racially and socioeconomically integrated high school. In 

Chapters 6 and 7 I present the school and student portraits of Green High School, 

the segregated high poverty, high minority high school. Finally, chapter 8 offers a 

summary of the research findings, a cross-case comparison of the integrated high 
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school versus the segregated high school, theoretical applications, and then 

implications and recommendations.  

 As this dissertation shall reveal, while existing research has illustrated the 

importance of social networks and social capital in postsecondary access, it has by 

and large focused on networks and capital within one kind of context. This study 

expands on this literature by highlighting how social capital and social networks 

vary between integrated and segregated contexts, illuminating how student 

postsecondary pathways are shaped by systematic inequalities in institutional 

structures, resources, and networks. This study shall demonstrate how certain 

structures, ultimately exacerbated inequalities in students’ own personal 

backgrounds (i.e. family socioeconomic status, parent education level), creating 

significant barriers for some students in postsecondary pathways, while 

facilitating the relatively more advantaged students’ trajectories.  

  



 

19 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE AND THEORETICAL CONCEPTS  

 In the following review of the literature, I will discuss what researchers 

have established as necessary for gaining access to college. Three prongs have 

been identified in the literature related to the problem established in Chapter 1. 

Research states the following about postsecondary access and its relationship to 

segregated versus desegregated high school settings: 1) there are tangible 

resources that a student needs to progress through the college pipeline; 2) 

segregated and desegregated school contexts have an impact on educational 

outcomes; 3) and social capital and social networks assist students in accessing 

college resources and college information.  

 Based on existing research, we know that tangible resources, such as 

effective academic preparation and receiving quality college application 

assistance, is vital to being academically prepared for and knowing the 

mechanisms necessary to apply to and enroll in college. Also, the specific racial 

and economic composition of the high school itself, or the high school context, is 

related to the tangible college resources and level of effective academic 

preparation a student receives. Finally, social capital and social network theory, 

the theoretical lens for this dissertation, is valued in educational research, because 

it provides a frame for understanding how and what resources, or capital, are 

needed for educational mobility and attainment, or for the purposes of this 

dissertation, gaining access to college. A review of what we know about college 
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access and its relationship to segregated and desegregated high school contexts 

will help identify what is left unanswered in the literature. This dissertation aims 

to address what the research has left unanswered through the stories students tell 

about their college pathways within their particular high school context.  

Part I: Tangible Resources in the College Pipeline 

This dissertation will investigate the intangibles, i.e. relationships, leading 

to tangible college resources, because currently, most research on college access 

concentrates on the tangible resources students obtain to go to college. Tangible 

resources, such as quality academic preparation, a college preparatory curriculum, 

school counselor information, and application assistance help students get to 

college. Before this dissertation uncovers the complex relationships that 

developed while connecting students to college resources, these tangible resources 

must first be defined.   

Existing college access research suggests which specific tangible school 

resources are necessary to progress along the college pipeline. The college 

pipeline is a conceptual term that outlines specific tasks that a student should 

complete in the pathway to college enrollment (Horn, 1997). In the college 

pipeline a student completes three steps: 1) building aspirations to go to college, 

2) making the necessary academic preparation to be academically qualified to 

attend college, and 3) taking the necessary college entrance exams and completing 

college applications (Horn, 1997). The high school is instrumental in providing 

the necessary tangible resources for a student to progress through the college 
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pipeline. Gaining access to tangible resources, such as higher-level courses, 

college preparatory curriculum, and school counselor information leads to greater 

academic achievement, attainment, and eventual college enrollment (Cabrera & 

LaNasa, 2000a, 2000b; Choy, Horn, Nunez, Chen, 2000; Horn et al., 1998).  

Despite research illuminating the tangible resources that a student 

specifically needs to go to college; within a school context, there are students who 

do not acquire opportunities to grasp these resources (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000a, 

2000b; Choy et al., 2000; Horn et al., 1998). As mentioned in the statement of the 

problem in Chapter 1, there is an intersection of race, class, and the school context 

in the story behind inequalities in educational opportunities and college access. 

Low-income students are highly disenfranchised along the pipeline to college. 

Low-income students, when compared to their high-income counterparts, are less 

likely to apply and enroll in college (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000a, 2000b; Choy et 

al., 2000; Horn et al., 1998). Racial inequalities also exist in access to high-level 

courses, a college preparatory curriculum, and effective college counseling in 

high school (NCES, 2006; McQueen & Cruesere, 2007; Oakes, Rogers, Silver, 

Valladares, Terriquez, McDonough, Reneé, & Lipton, 2006).  

College Preparatory Curriculum and Advanced Courses. It is a 

challenge to navigate the college pipeline and eventually enroll in college, if a 

student does not receive the necessary preparation for the college application 

process, especially if the student does not receive the basic college preparatory 

courses in high school. Unequal access to the basic tangible resources, such as a 
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college preparatory curriculum, seems to be an even greater challenge impeding 

the college enrollment for low-income, Black, and Latino students.  

 The greatest predictor of not enrolling in a four-year college is 

socioeconomic status (SES). Low-income students typically do not have access to 

the same level of academic preparation and curriculum necessary to enroll in 

college as middle and high-income students (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000, 2000a, 

Choy, Horn, Nunez, & Chen, 2000; Horn, Chen, & Adelman, 1998). Access to a 

rigorous college preparatory curriculum, in high school, opens more doors to 

college enrollment opportunities for low-income students; but if low-income 

students do not have exposure to the college preparatory track in high school, 

most of the doors to enrolling in college are closed. 

While mapping out the access pipeline to college for students in the lowest 

socioeconomic level, Cabrera and LaNasa (2000a) recognized three tasks that are 

essential in the path to college: acquiring the necessary qualifications for college 

work, securing a high school diploma, and applying and enrolling in a four-year 

institution of higher education. Using data from NELS:88/94 (National Education 

Longitudinal Study) , Cabrera and LaNasa (2000a) found that 70 percent of all 

high school graduates, regardless of SES, who achieved the first task by securing 

the minimal college qualifications enrolled in a four-year college immediately 

after high school graduation, whereas only 13 percent of those who did not meet 

college qualifications enrolled. 
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 The second task in Cabrera and LaNasa’s college pipeline, receiving a 

high school diploma, has a higher probability of occurring if the student obtains 

the minimum college qualifications (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000a). Almost all the 

low SES students (99 percent) who obtained the minimum college qualifications 

received a high school diploma, whereas 69 percent of those who did not obtain 

college qualifications received a high school diploma. 

 The third and final task in Cabrera and LaNasa’s study applying, 

choosing, and enrolling in a four-year college, largely depends upon 

socioeconomic (SES) status. Cabrera and LaNasa found unequal college 

preparation opportunities for low SES students. Within the sample, 71 percent of 

the lowest SES high school graduates did not have the necessary college 

qualifications needed to enroll in college, whereas 30 percent of the highest SES 

high school graduates did not possess the necessary college qualifications for 

enrolling in college (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000a).  

Even when low SES students possess the necessary qualifications for 

college, they are still less likely to enroll in college than their high SES peers. 

About 66 percent of low-SES high school graduates who met the minimum 

college qualifications enrolled in a four-year college, which was 30 percentage 

points less than the high SES students (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000a). Of the low 

SES students who applied and were college-qualified, 80 percent enrolled in a 

four-year college (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000a). Among college-qualified high SES 
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students who applied, 89 percent enrolled in a four-year college (Cabrera & 

LaNasa, 2000a). 

Cabera and LaNasa’s studies of isolated variables, such as meeting the 

minimum college qualifications, may not be sufficient to understand the 

inequalities in college access for low-income students. What is missing from 

Cabrera and LaNasa’s research is not only how certain isolated variables impact 

college access, but how the relationships between these variables and the school 

context impact access to college. Cabrera and LaNasa’s body of work provides 

the statistical outcomes, but where are the stories behind these outcomes? The 

variable, obtaining the minimal college qualifications, is just one small part of the 

complex system involved in college access.  

Data shows racial inequalities exist in receiving a college preparatory 

curriculum in high school. Presently there is a Black-White and Latino-White gap 

in accessing a college preparatory curriculum in high school. According to NCES 

(2006) national data, White students are almost 3 times as likely to gain access to 

advanced high school courses as Black and Latino students. In both 

predominately minority and predominately White high schools in California, 

Black and Latino students are greatly underrepresented in advanced college 

preparatory courses (Oakes et al., 2006). Surprisingly, even in a high school in 

which 90-100% of the students are minority, less than 14% of the students who 

graduate with an advanced high school curriculum are Black or Latino (Oakes et 

al., 2006). On the contrary, at predominately White high schools, larger 
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percentages of Black and Latino students, roughly 23 percent, graduate in the 

advanced high school curriculum track (Oakes et al., 2006). In Texas, Black 

students are the least likely to graduate with a college prep curriculum (26%), 

with Latino students coming in second at 35%. Whereas White (43%) and 

Asian/Pacific Islander (56%) students have greater chances of graduating with a 

college preparatory curriculum (McQueen & Cruesere, 2007).  

High School Counselors and Application Assistance. The previous 

section outlined the importance of a college preparatory curriculum and proper 

academic preparation as a tangible resource for college access. High school 

counselors, and the specific college application information they provide, are also 

necessary tangible resources, but similar to quality academic preparation and 

curriculum, low-income and Black and Latino students typically receive an 

unequal share of college information from school counselors. The high school 

counselor, and other college resources that the high school provides, especially 

for low-income and first-generation college students, is the main source for 

gathering information about college. The guidance counselor serves as a 

socializing agent, having a direct impact on students and the schools expectations 

and formal planning for college (McDonough, 1997).  But unfortunately, 

qualitative research reveals that the way in which guidance counseling is 

structured and college information is disseminated in high school often varies and 

is unequally distributed along social class based structures (McDonough, 1997). 

Thus, inequalities often exist between low-income students and their middle to 
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high-income counterparts in the amount of time spent with their college counselor 

and type of information received (McDonough, 1997; Perna, Rowan-Kenyon, 

Thomas, Bell, Anderson, & Lee, 2008).   

Students who know to actively seek college information from their 

guidance counselor are most successful in their college enrollment efforts. In 

Cabrera and LaNasa’s (2000b) study on the NELS:88 low SES high school 

graduates, students who relied on high school counselors for assistance with 

writing college application essays and filing paperwork were respectively 8 

percent and 11 percent more likely to apply to college than low SES students who 

did not seek this information. Also, for every unit increase of information a 

student would receive regarding financial aid during his/her senior year, chances 

of enrolling in college would increase 5 percent (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000b).   

Low-income, college-qualified students especially need information on 

financial aid and scholarships that are available to them. Horn (1997) found that 

52 percent of at-risk, college-qualified high school graduates, who had aspirations 

of obtaining a bachelor’s degree by 10th grade, reported receiving assistance from 

the school in filling-out applications for all postsecondary institutions. Among at-

risk, college-qualified high school graduates who enrolled in a four-year college, 

56 percent reported receiving assistance from their school in completing college 

applications, whereas among those who enrolled in less than four-year 

institutions, 44 percent reported receiving assistance from their school (Horn, 

1997). There was a strong correlation between faculty assistance with the college 
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application process and enrollment of at-risk students in a four-year college 

(Horn, 1997). 

 Regrettably, Black, Latino, and low-income students typically receive 

unequal access to high school counselor support services and college application 

information (Oakes et al., 2006). High schools in which Black, Latino, and low-

income students represent the majority typically have lower levels of college 

counselor support services and college application information than high schools 

in which White and affluent students represent the majority (Oakes et al., 2006). 

Research discloses unfortunate circumstances for Black, Latino, and low-income 

students who disproportionately attend low-resource schools.  

Low-resource schools have greater difficulty providing sufficient college 

information to students who are academically qualified to attend college, because 

counselors at these schools are preoccupied with disadvantaged students, i.e.- 

students who are in danger of not passing the state mandated exit examination, 

discipline, attendance issues, dropout prevention, etc. (Perna et al., 2008, Oakes et 

al., 2006). High schools with greater resources have counselors who are more 

hands-on at providing college information to students; whereas, at low-resource 

schools, counselors are often preoccupied with simply assisting their students 

with graduating from high school (Perna et al., 2008). Thus, college qualified 

students attending low-resource high schools may receive insufficient college 

resources, because most of the high school capacity is used to serve the large 

percentage of students at-risk of not graduating from high school.  
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In summary, there is a disproportionate percentage of Black, Latino, and 

low-income students who attend low-resource schools that provide inadequate 

college assistance information. Thus, inferences can be made that a 

disproportionate percentage of these groups are not immersed in a school 

environment in which they are encouraged to build aspirations beyond graduating 

from high school. 

Even when school counselors are available, guidance about college is 

unequal within schools. Oakes et al. (2006) reported that Black and Latino high 

school students were 46% more likely than White and Asian students to report 

that adults at their schools steered them away from attending a four-year college, 

and instead were encouraged to attend a community college, a vocational/trade 

school, or obtain a job post high school graduation. Additionally, Black and 

Latino students, in the same study, were 14% more likely to report than White and 

Asian students that they received insufficient assistance and information for 

applying to college (Oakes et al., 2006).  

Based on the literature presented, there are inequalities in school counselor 

support and college application assistance among high schools of varying racial 

and socioeconomic compositions. High schools in which the majority of the 

students are Black, Latino, or low-income report lower levels of school counselor 

and college application support than schools in which White or middle- to high-

income students constitute the majority. Moreover, in general, within the high 

school setting, Black and Latino students experience greater college resource 
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inequalities than other racial/ethnic groups. The varying levels of counselor and 

college resource support across high school contexts connects to this 

dissertation’s focus on the high school context and its impact on college resources 

and networks available to students. Part II, in this review of the literature, 

examines how tangible educational resources and educational outcomes differ in 

high school contexts of varying racial/ethnic and socioeconomic compositions.  

Part II: The Impact of the High School Context 

Simply examining research on the role that tangible resources (such as 

college preparatory curriculum, school counselor services, and college application 

information) play in accessing college, does not paint the entire portrait of a 

student’s pathway to college. Further research implies that the high school context 

itself—more specifically the social, racial, and socioeconomic structures within 

the high school context—shapes how tangible resources are distributed to 

students. So far, this review of the literature has provided an overview of how 

tangible college preparatory resources are distributed among individual students 

based on race and SES, but what remains to be explained is how college resources 

are distributed by the overall racial and SES characteristics of the high school. 

Because of racial and social class inequalities in educational resources and 

opportunities, we understand that an individual student’s race and class matters in 

accessing college. However, how does the racial and social class composition of 

the high school impact a student’s postsecondary educational trajectories?  
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High Poverty, High Minority Schools. Research on high poverty, high 

minority high schools—in which over 50 percent of the student population is in 

poverty and minority—primarily focuses on the unequal tangible resources, such 

as lack of quality teachers and course curriculum, and the disconcerting 

educational outcomes of students who attend these schools. Students in high 

poverty, high minority high schools are at a higher risk of dropping out of school 

and less likely to obtain access to college resources than students in 

predominately affluent or integrated high schools (Balfanz & Legters, 2004; 

Horn, Chen, & Adelman, 1998; Orfield & Lee, 2004, 2005; Zuckerbrod, 2007). 

Presently, Black and Latino students have a higher probability of attending a 

school of concentrated poverty (Orfield & Lee, 2004, 2005). In their report on 

socioeconomically and racially segregated schools, Orfield & Lee (2005) found 

that nationally more than 60% of Black and Latino students attend high poverty 

schools and a majority of White and Asian students attend schools that are made-

up of less than 30% poor students. Black and Latino students are less likely than 

White students to attend schools in which 0-10% of the students is poor.  

Orfield and Lee link their research on high poverty/high minority high 

schools to studies on high school dropout trends. High schools with a high 

percentage of minorities and concentrated poverty are known as “dropout 

factories,” because a large percentage of students from these schools leave high 

school before graduating (Orfield & Lee, 2005). High poverty, high minority high 

schools typically have lower academic achievement scores and less access to 
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Advanced Placement courses than predominately White and affluent high schools 

(Balfanz & Legters, 2004; Education Trust, 2008; Martin, Karabel, & Jaquez, 

2005; Teranishi, Allen & Solórzano, 2004 Solorzano and Ornelas, 2002; 

Zuckerbrod, 2007).  

There are regional differences in college resources and educational 

opportunities available to students. Black and Latino student populations are 

mostly concentrated in central city school districts (Orfield & Lee, 2005). Of the 

24 largest central city districts in the U.S., 70% of the Black and Latino students 

in these districts attend schools that are majority minority (Orfield, & Lee, 2005). 

Black and Latino students, in the U.S., disproportionately attend schools labeled 

as “dropout factories”. Nearly 50% of Black students and 40% of Latino students, 

in the U.S., attend “dropout factory” high schools compared to 11% of White 

students (Balfanz & Legters, 2004). Majority minority high schools that do 

succeed in graduating most students are schools with selective math, science or 

arts programs, or schools located in affluent suburbs (Balfanz & Legters, 2004). 

Balfanz & Legters (2004) compared majority minority schools located in affluent 

New York metropolitan area suburbs with successful graduation rates, to schools 

in New York City that were considered dropout factories, and found that the 

affluent suburban schools spent on average $4,500 more per pupil than New York 

City schools (Balfanz & Legters, 2004). 

Quantitative research is able to showcase a link between the racial and 

socioeconomic composition of a school and student outcomes. This research 
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reveals unfortunate educational outcomes for students who attend schools in 

which most of their peers are living in poverty, but as stated earlier, a 

disproportionate number of students in high poverty school settings are also 

minority. Rumberger and Palardy (2006) found a relationship between the SES 

composition of the school and students’ achievement. The schools in their study 

were divided into three groups; low, middle, and high SES. The school SES was 

also associated with racial composition (Rumberger & Palardy, 2006). Low SES 

schools were 62% minority, middle SES schools were 20% minority, and high 

SES schools were 84% White (Rumberger & Palardy, 2006). 

In Rumberger and Palardy’s study, student achievement levels between 

low and high SES schools varied greatly prior to entering the four years of high 

school and also after graduating from high school. Based on standardized test 

scores from the NELS 1988 survey, their study calculated that students who enter 

low SES schools are four years academically behind students who enter high SES 

schools; and upon completing four years of high school, students who attended 

low SES schools had lower achievement levels than students at high SES schools 

possessed even starting their four years of high school (Rumberger & Palardy, 

2006). Rumberger and Palardy also revealed some additional findings that 

contradict the research community that supports the educational benefits of 

integrated school settings. After controlling for variables, such as teacher 

expectations and academic climate, the socioeconomic composition of the school 

had no significant impact on student learning. This suggests that with effective 
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academic structures and a positive school climate, students who attend high 

poverty, high minority schools are able to be as academically successful as 

students who attend their integrated school or predominately White, affluent 

school counterparts. But in the real life of segregated versus desegregated high 

school settings, simply controlling for a few variables, as in Rumberger and 

Palardy’s statistical analysis, does not automatically equalize the college 

pathways for students in these settings. Using qualitative methods, this 

dissertation will reveal the complexities in the college pathways between two 

different high school contexts that statistical analysis cannot control for or see.  

Schools segregated by race and concentrated poverty are typically limited 

in educational and college preparatory resources. Martin, Karabel, and Jaquez 

(2005) used descriptive statistics and bivariate correlation coefficients to examine 

the relationship between high school segregation and access to the University of 

California (UC). The relationship between SES and UC admittance was not as 

significant, but there was a definite relationship between race and UC admittance. 

The percentage of students admitted to UC was negatively correlated with the 

percent of Latino or Black students in the high school. Thus, higher percentages 

of Black and Latino students enrolled in the high school correlated with a lower 

percentage of students admitted to UC. The school’s average parent education 

level was also positively correlated with the percentage of students admitted to 

UC. Schools in which most of the students’ parents possessed graduate level 

education, had on average almost 50% of their students admitted to UC, and 
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schools in which only 5-10% of the students’ parents possessed a graduate level 

education had roughly 7% of their students admitted to UC.  

Similar to Martin et al., Teranishi, Allen and Solórzano (2004) found that 

the racial composition of the school was related to the percentage of students who 

were eligible to attend a UC school. Overall, Black students had a 13.5% 

eligibility rate of attending a UC school, but for Black students who attended 

schools in which Asian Pacific Americans (APA) were the majority, 46.5% were 

eligible to attend a UC school (Teranishi, Allen & Solórzano, 2004). The overall 

state percentage of Latinos attending a UC school was 13.7%, but for Latino 

students who attended APA majority schools, the rate was 34.6% (Teranishi, 

Allen & Solórzano, 2004). For Black and Latino students who attended all White 

schools, their UC eligibility, 13.5 and 18.1% respectively, was only slightly 

higher than students who attended high schools where Black (8.9%) and Latino 

(15.3%) students were the majority (Teranishi, Allen & Solórzano, 2004).  

The review of literature on high poverty, high minority schools reveals 

that despite efforts of some statistical studies to control for school culture and 

teacher expectations, there are still tangible college resource differences and 

educational outcomes between students who attend high poverty, high minority 

high schools and students who attend predominately White, affluent or integrated 

school settings. The questions the literature have not answered are: What complex 

relationships (i.e. the intangibles) created these college resource inequities across 

high schools of various racial and economic school compositions? And if there 
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are stories of students from segregated high poverty, high minority high schools 

that successfully navigate through the college pipeline, then what relationships 

developed to enable these success stories? 

These questions are all the more important given the high level of 

segregation that still exits. Schools are more racially and socioeconomically 

isolated now than they were before the Brown v. Board of Education, 1954 ruling 

(Orfield & Lee, 2005). The efforts of desegregation policies since the Brown 

decision have reversed, resulting in the resegregation of schools by poverty and 

race (Orfield & Yun, 1999, Orfield & Lee, 2005). The policies of the Civil Rights 

Era and the landmark Brown decision meant an end to racial segregation written 

in law, but these policies and legal decisions could not predict and rectify the 

unwritten rules of social class that created the present residential and school 

resegregation. Hochschild and Scovronick (2003) challenged the concept of the 

“American Dream” and suggested that the U.S. educational system, in spite of the 

hopes of the Brown decision, still unequally distributes opportunities and 

resources along racial and class lines. The evidence of “separate and unequal” 

educational opportunities justified the need for mandated school desegregation in 

the Brown decision. But over 50 years later, this “separate and unequal” 

phenomenon is still embedded within U.S. schools. Hochschild and Scovronick 

(2003) argue: 

It is the schools attended mostly by poor, disproportionately Black and 
Latino, urban children that provide the evidence for those who see an 
educational crisis in the United States, and the schools of the more 
affluent, mostly White children that provide most of the success stories. 
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Despite American’s belief in the collective goals of public education, and 
despite the importance of those goals to maintaining the American dream, 
disparities in outcomes among schools may have worsened in recent years 
as absolute levels of educational attainment and achievement have 
improved. (p. 27) 
 
Based on educational outcomes and disparities in college enrollment rates 

for high poverty/high minority high schools, research suggests that racial 

segregation and concentrated poverty impacts college acceptance. Several 

quantitative studies and reports provide numbers revealing that students from high 

poverty/high minority high schools are at a much higher risk of dropping out of 

high school, least likely to be enrolled in college preparatory coursework, and 

have much lower college enrollment rates than students from integrated and 

predominately White, and in some cases predominately Asian, and affluent high 

schools. Thus the racially and economically separate, but educationally unequal, 

high school context does matter to student college pathways.  

Positive Educational Outcomes of Desegregated Environments. So far, 

the review of the literature uncovers how segregated high poverty, high minority 

high schools present troubling educational outcomes in terms of college access; 

but this dissertation aims to expand further by not just examining one school 

context, but instead comparing the college resource and networks of segregated 

high school settings to desegregated settings. Research on the educational 

outcomes of desegregated school contexts is promising. The literature identifies 

short and long-term benefits of school settings desegregated by race and 

socioeconomic status (Wells, 1995). Some short-term benefits that are linked to 
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school desegregation include: improved student achievement, intergroup 

relationships, and increased networks for low-income Black students (Wells, 

1995). Black students who attend desegregated schools receive the long-term 

benefit of greater educational attainment and thus are tapped into rich occupation 

networks (Wells, 1995). Moreover, Black students who attend desegregated 

schools have slightly better test scores than Black students attending racially 

segregated schools (Wells, 1995; Orfield, 1999).  Furthermore, students of color 

who attend integrated high schools are also more likely to complete and attend 

college (Orfield, 1999). Eaton, (2007) in her depiction of Hartford, Connecticut’s 

fight to desegregate schools with concentrated poverty, told a story about how 

overtime, the history of macro and micro level policies shape educational 

opportunities. According to Eaton, the middle and upper class have access to 

unwritten mainstream rules and shared networks that assist them in achieving 

educational mobility and power. Voluntary integration programs offer low-

income students examples of educational and economic possibilities (Eaton, 

2007). Integrated settings provide increased social, economic and academic 

networks for low-income students of color, and can break down stereotypes 

(Eaton, 2007).  

Long-term benefits for Black students who attend desegregated schools 

are higher educational attainment and better occupational networks for the future, 

and students of color that attend an integrated school context have a greater 

chance of enrolling in college (Wells 1995; Orfield, 1999). Black students who 



 

38 

 

attend desegregated schools are also much more likely to major in the sciences in 

college (Braddock, 1987). Attending school in a desegregated context has future 

social implications, as well. Students of color who attend desegregated schools 

are often better prepared for the unfortunate racism they will face in adult settings, 

and Black students who attend schools in desegregated context are more likely to 

seek racially mixed settings in their adult social and work lives (O’Connor, 1997; 

Wells, Holme, Ravilla, & Atanda, 2005; Braddock & MacPartland, 1989). 

Additionally, Braddock (1987) found that the racial makeup of a Black student’s 

high school is highly related to the racial makeup of the college they will attend 

and the major that they will choose. Black graduates of predominately White high 

schools were five times as likely to major in architecture and four times as likely 

to major in computer and information sciences than Black students from 

segregated high schools. Black graduates of segregated schools were more likely 

to major in art, music, psychology, and the social sciences than Black students 

from desegregated high schools. The racial composition of the high school had 

the third greatest influence, after gender and high school test scores, on the 

chances that Black students in four-year colleges would select technical and 

scientific majors (Braddock, 1987).  

Overall, research shows that desegregated school environments lead to 

greater educational achievement for minority students, but there are regional 

differences in regards to the educational impact of desegregated schools. Crain 

and Mahard (1978) found higher educational achievement and college attainment 
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in the Northern U.S. among Black students who attended predominately White 

high schools. In the South, students who attended predominately Black high 

schools had higher educational attainment and college attendance than Black 

students from predominately White high schools (Crain & Mahard, 1978). Also, 

in the South, there were no observed differences in achievement scores for Black 

students in predominately Black high schools or predominately White high 

schools (Crain & Mahard, 1978).  

There are several major problems with the presented literature on 

desegregated school environments. First, Braddock, Crain, Wells and their 

research associates are the leading researchers on the relationships between 

desegregation and educational achievement, educational attainment and 

employment; but little research in this area has been produced since the early 

1990s. The social and political landscape has changed over the last twenty years. 

Braddock and Crain’s research was primarily conducted during the time in which 

schools were still undergoing court ordered desegregation plans (Orfield, 2001; 

Well et al, 2005).  

Secondly, most of the leading research on the educational outcomes of 

segregated versus desegregated school settings solely examines the impact on 

Black students. Most research does not include other students of color, especially 

Latino students, who now represent the largest non-White racial group in the U.S. 

educational system (Valencia, 2008). The current resegregation phenomena 

intersecting race and concentrated poverty presents a different set of challenges to 
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be studied. Since the end of court ordered desegregation plans in the early 1990s, 

efforts to create racially diverse school settings are not as rigorous, and Black and 

Latino students are even more segregated, or resegregated, than before Brown v. 

Board of Education, because of intense residential segregation coupled with 

concentrated poverty (Orlfied & Yun, 1999, Orfield & Lee, 2005).  

Thirdly, the research on segregated and desegregated school settings is 

mostly quantitative and does not investigate the relationships that lead to 

educational outcomes. In other words, in terms of college access, we have learned 

that desegregated school contexts produce positive outcomes, but we know little 

about how or why these outcomes occur. Qualitative research has also compared 

desegregated versus segregated school settings, but few qualitative studies have 

provided a narrative comparing what is happening inside schools that vary in their 

racial and socioeconomic composition, as it specifically relates to social networks 

and college pathways. Wells and Crain (1997) in their book, Stepping over the 

Color Line, represent the most sophisticated model of a qualitative narrative that 

explores the implementation and the racial, social, educational outcomes of 

segregated versus desegregated school settings. Still, Wells and Crain’s book only 

examines the Black versus White community paradigm. 

Finally, over the last decade or more since Wells and Crain’s book was 

published, a number of policies—No Child Left Behind and accountability6, the 

                                                
6 The federal legislation No Child Left Behind (NCLB) of 2001 required states to implement 
accountability measures of academic progress through mandatory annual testing in reading and 
math for all students in grades 3-8. NCLB mandated states disaggregate test achievement data by 
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affirmative action legal debate7, and a U.S. Supreme Court decision prohibiting 

the assignment of students to public schools solely for the purpose of achieving 

racial integration8—have reshaped the educational political discourse. This 

dissertation aims to fill the gap in the limited new research contextualizing 

students’ experiences in segregated versus desegregated schools by painting a 

portrait of college preparatory resources and networks available to students in the 

current social and political landscape.  

Tracking/Resegregation. Research on desegregation recognizes that 

simply placing students of various racial and socioeconomic backgrounds in the 

same school building does not automatically lead to greater educational 

achievement for students in these school settings. Even once a school is racially 

and economically integrated or balanced, resegregation within the school can 

occur through course “tracking” (Braddock & Dawkins, 1993; Mickelson & 

Heath, 1999; Wells, Holme, Revilla, & Atanda, 2005; Yonezawa & Wells, 2002).  

Students who are already endowed with resources, networks, and connections are 

tracked to higher-level courses; while low-income students of color are rarely 

                                                                                                                                
race/ethnicity, poverty, disability, and limited English proficiency to ensure achievement equity. 
Researchers praise NCLB’s efforts to require states, districts, and schools to pay closer attention to 
equity in academic achievement (Skrla, Scheurich, Garcia, & Nolly, 2004). However, the federal 
legislation is also criticized for narrowing the curriculum and unintended consequence of 
“teaching to the test” in low-performing schools—typically high poverty, high minority—that are 
impacted the most by stringent federal and state sanctions under accountability (Valencia, 
Valenzuela, Sloan, & Foley, 2001).  
7 In the U.S. Supreme court decision Grutter v. Bollinger, 539 U.S. 306 (2003) the court upheld 
the right of the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor to consider race, among a myriad of other 
factors, in admissions procedures in order to achieve diversity.  
8 The U.S. Supreme court in Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School District No. 
1 prohibited the assignment of students to a public school to achieve racial integration. The court 
determined race based student assignment was not a compelling interest. 
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placed in high-level courses, because they may be unaware of the “hidden” rules 

associated with inclusion in these courses (Martin, Karabel, & Jaquez, 2005; 

Solórzano & Ornelas, 2002).  

Resegregation can occur within racially and socioeconomically 

desegregated settings. Using the National Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988 

8th graders (NELS:88), Braddock and Dawkins (1993) discovered that Black and 

Latino students were overrepresented in low ability English and math courses and 

underrepresented in high track English and math courses, when compared to 

White students (Braddock & Dawkins, 1993). Black students participated in low 

track English classes at a rate 2.43 times higher than that of White students 

(Braddock & Dawkins, 1993). Black students also participated in low track math 

class 2.33 times more often than White students (Braddock & Dawkins, 1993). 

Latino students participated in low track English courses 2.07 times the rate of 

White students, and Latino students participated in low track math courses 1.67 

times more often than White students (Braddock & Dawkins, 1993). By tenth 

grade, this same cohort of Black and Latino students were overrepresented in 

vocational programs. Black students were enrolled in vocational courses at a rate 

2.4 times higher than that of White students, and Latino students were enrolled in 

vocational courses 1.6 times more often than White students (Braddock & 

Dawkins, 1993). 

In Wells et al. (2005) study of 1980 graduates from desegregated high 

schools, even though the high schools were racially mixed, resegregation or 
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tracking occurred within the school. Black students were rarely seen in the high-

track courses, and counselors and teachers were reluctant to promote Black 

students who performed well in regular-level classes to high-track classes.  

Yonezawa and Wells (2002) studied a “choice” de-tracking program at middle 

and high schools. This program gave students freedom to choose their courses, 

with the hope that choice would reverse some of the resegregation or tracking that 

occurred within a desegregated school (Yonezawa & Wells, 2002). Unfortunately, 

institutional barriers shaped which students were exposed to information about 

upper level courses. School staff selected with whom to share information about 

upper level courses. (Yonezawa & Wells, 2002). Also, not all students were aware 

of hidden pre-requisites to enroll in the upper level courses (Yonezawa & Wells, 

2002). The habitus (social and environmental factors) and spatial issues within the 

school had an impact on student aspirations (Yonezawa & Wells, 2002). Black 

and Latino students were hesitant to enroll in honors courses, because they did not 

find these courses to be a safe networking space (a.k.a. “home place”) (Yonezawa 

& Wells, 2002). 

In their critical race analysis of Latino access to Advanced Placement 

(AP) courses in comprehensive high schools in one California school district, 

Solórzano and Ornelas (2002) found that Latino students were disproportionately 

underrepresented in AP courses. Schools that served urban, low-income 

communities of color had the fewest number of students enrolled in AP classes 

(Solórzano & Ornelas, 2002). Even at racially diverse high schools, Latino 
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students only represented 8% of the AP enrollment, even though they represented 

over 40% of the school population. Gándara (1995) studied successful Chicanos 

who used education for social mobility. Some participants’ families moved out of 

the barrio to attend better schools that would ensure educational mobility and 

access to college. Some Chicano participants noted they were no longer in the top 

of their class once they transferred to the school perceived to have better 

educational opportunities. Most participants attended integrated or predominately 

White middle class schools in which they were tracked to the non-college 

preparatory classes or recommended to vocational occupation. Participants at the 

predominately White middle class schools had to work for placement in college-

preparatory classes. Participants attended schools that were outside the 

neighborhood in which they resided. Chicano participants believed that schools 

with non-minorities opened opportunities and built the confidence needed to 

compete at selective universities (Gándara, 1995).  

The research presented in this section infers that Black and Latino students 

could still face unequal access to academic preparation if they leave a high 

poverty, high minority school environment to transfer to a predominately White 

and affluent or an integrated high school environment. In Gándara’s (1995) study, 

Chicano participants assumed that the majority of White or integrated schools 

provided a more supportive college-going environment, but upon entering these 

school environments, the participants still reported experiencing obstacles to 

accessing necessary college academic preparation. In my dissertation, when 
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course tracking does occur by racial/ethnic groups and social class within the 

racially and socioeconomically integrated high school, I attempt to uncover the 

relationships that enabled these tracking structures to develop. 

Clarifying desegregation, integration, and resegregation. As stated in 

Chapter 1 of this dissertation, while the terms desegregation and integration are 

often used interchangeably in research literature, it is important to clarify 

definitions for the purposes of this study. How desegregation and integration are 

defined is especially critical since well over half a century later we are witnessing 

the undermining of the promises of Brown v. Board of Education, 1954 decision 

as low-income students of color (specifically Black and Latino students) are 

offered unequal educational opportunities via resegregation.  

Desegregation, as posited by Perry (2004), in leading up to Brown and 

court mandates to implement the U.S. Supreme court decision was less regarding 

physically integrating students, but more about removing the legal barrier of racial 

segregation. However, the terms desegregate and integrate have been used 

synonymously referring to policies that not only subvert racially and 

socioeconomically isolated school settings but also policies that design more 

diverse school settings through school assignment and choice (see Diem, 2010; 

Orfield & Eaton, 1996; Wells & Crane, 1997; Wells et al., 2009). The term 

integration is also used in reference to the level of diversity or racial balance in a 

school (see Borman et al., 2004; O’Connor et al., 2009).  
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However, several scholars call for examination of desegregation or 

integration beyond enrollment numbers by using Dr. Martin Luther King’s vision 

for an integrated society as a rubric (Horsford, 2011; Minow, 2004; Perry, 2004). 

Perry refers to Dr. King’s vision of integration as holistic integration that posits 

“for a society to be truly integrated, all of its members must have equal access to 

the wealth of knowledge, skills, and political processes that are hallmarks of civic 

and cultural participation (p. 304). While the level of racial and socioeconomic 

balance in student enrollment is the initial criteria for the case study high school 

identified as integrated in this dissertation, the analysis and discussion closely 

observes how low-income students of color were truly connected (i.e. holistically 

integrated) to postsecondary resources within the school.  

How are Relationships Formed Within a School Context? Research on 

segregated versus desegregated schools simply tells one part of the story because 

the research only provides information on the educational outcomes for students 

in these contexts. What we do not know is the story behind these educational 

outcomes. These studies have not opened the doors to the high school, gone 

inside, and observed the intangibles—structures, resources, and relationships—

that are in place assisting and/or inhibiting students from various high school 

contexts along the college pipeline. Existing research provides us with the 

educational outcomes and college attendance rates that result from high school 

segregation and desegregation, but it does not tell us what is happening inside 

various racial and socioeconomic high school contexts that lead to particular 
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inequities in college access. We know there are inequalities in access to tangible 

resources, such as college preparatory coursework and college application 

information, as well as in educational outcomes for high schools that differ in 

their racial composition and social class, but we do not know how and why these 

outcomes occur. Current research tells us that there are barriers beyond 

inequalities in tangible college access resources. Which intangibles, connections, 

networks, or relationships enable these inequalities in access? Which close the 

access gaps between segregated and desegregated high school contexts? 

Part III: The Role of Social Capital and Social Networks in Accessing College 

A body of educational research suggests that educational opportunity, 

mobility, attainment, and access to college are obtained largely through the 

networks and relationships that students form in their educational settings and 

communities (Gándara, 1995; Stanton-Salazar, 2001; Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 

2000; Yosso, 2005).  Current college access research demonstrates how social 

capital and social networks lead students to educational opportunities and college 

information and resources (Gándara, 1995; Herber & Reis, 1999; Hossler, Schmit, 

& Vesper, Stanton-Salazar, 1997, 2001). Educational research also examines how 

social capital and networks are used to gain educational resources and 

opportunities in a setting in which a single type of racial and economic 

composition exists. (Jarrett, 1995; Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2000). However, 

what is missing from the current research on social capital and social networks is 
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how social capital and social networks vary across school contexts of different 

racial and socioeconomic compositions.  

In this section, I will demonstrate how social capital and social network 

theory is a valuable framework for examining the intangible relationships or 

networks that lead to the tangible resources—college preparatory coursework, 

college application assistance, school counselor support—that the review of the 

literature has already identified as essential to accessing college.  Not only will 

social capital and social network theory be used in my dissertation to understand 

how students are connected to college access resources, but my dissertation will 

also move beyond current research’s examination of these connections in one 

single high school context, by comparing the social networks of the following 

three contexts: high poverty, high minority; racially and socioeconomically 

integrated; and predominately White and affluent.  

Social Capital. Social capital is equivalent to resources and/or individual 

assets, which include personal resources possessed by an individual or resources 

accessed through social connections (Lin, 2001). In community development, 

social capital is used to examine the social structures—trust, norms, and social 

networks—that lead to collective action (Green & Haines, 2008). Specific 

individuals, or groups, that connect a person to opportunities and provide them 

advancement, also represent social capital.  

Intuitively the basic idea of “social capital” is that one’s family, friends, 
and associates constitutes important assets, one that can be called upon in 
a crisis, enjoyed for its own sake, and/or leveraged for material gain. 
(Woolcock & Narayan, 2000, p. 3) 
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 Social capital is an intangible resource (Coleman, 1988). Physical capital 

represents changes in materials that facilitate production (Coleman, 1988). 

Human capital represents changes in a person’s skills and abilities that allow them 

to take action in new ways, whereas social capital represents the intangible 

changes in relations with persons that facilitate action (Coleman, 1988). The 

earlier review of the literature presented research on college access and the 

college pipeline that placed focus on tangible capital, such as college preparatory 

curriculum, advanced courses, and college application assistance; but this 

dissertation will the examine the capital available to students within a specific 

high school context, by moving beyond the tangible resources in order to explore 

the intangible relationships that connect a student to college opportunities.  

In high school contexts, positive peers, mentors who motivate and share 

information about college, high school counselors who provide effective college 

information, and outside community organizations, are social capital resources 

and assets that assist low-income and minority students along the pipeline to 

college (Aronson, 2001; Gándara, 1995; Levine & Nidiffer, 1996; McDonough, 

1997; Stanton-Salazar, 2000; Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2001). For students who 

experience extreme poverty, racial isolation, and discrimination; social capital and 

social networks can be mechanisms of resiliency for overcoming challenges along 

the pipeline to college (Aronson, 2001). Enabling conditions, such as access to 

caring adults and support networks, and coping strategies are examples of social 

capital and network support that assist a student through the college pipeline 



 

50 

 

(Aronson, 2001). Sometimes specific social capital resources and networks are 

needed to cope in a challenging social context. Herbert and Reis (1999) identified 

methods that students used to achieve in an urban high school. Social capital 

factors such as a belief in oneself, supportive adults, interactions with a social 

network of high-achieving peers, extracurricular activities, challenging classes, 

family support, and personal characteristics such as motivation and resilience 

helped students achieve in urban high schools (Herbert & Reis, 1999).  

The School Context as a Socializing Agent. The institutional context can 

shape how social capital is disbursed or how relationships are formed among 

individuals. According to Bourdieu, (1985) an organization, group or institution 

can establish how social capital is structured. The organization, group, or 

institution has norms or structures that navigate how social capital is exchanged 

among its members (Bourdieu, 1985). Structures such as physical (geographical) 

space or economic and social spaces can facilitate how social capital is exchanged 

or distributed (Bourdieu, 1985). Thus, the context and the various social structures 

within the context can direct how students access social capital.  

According to Bourdieu, the institutions and the structures within the 

institutions cannot always be identified by a physical area or space because they 

are both social in nature. As stated earlier, social capital consists of intangible 

social relationships. Thus the rules, culture, and values of the high school as an 

institution, and the other structures (racial, economic, social class, etc.) within the 

institution, cannot always be identified in a physical or tangible manner. An 
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institution is simply an entity that provides rules or guidelines for how individual 

interactions are made (Lin, 2001). The high school is a building that has physical 

boundaries; but this dissertation will focus on the intangible parameters that 

determine how social capital is established or relationships are built that assist in 

accessing college within the high school context.  

Social structures within the institution also determine how relationships 

are formed or how social capital is distributed. A social structure is a set of social 

units/positions that have different amounts of resources in their possession (Lin, 

2001). Social structures are also hierarchically organized in an institution 

according to who has control, authority, or power over resources (Lin, 2001). 

Individuals within a social structure share certain rules and procedures for using 

the resources, and individuals are trusted to act on these rules and procedures. 

Lareau (2003) defines a social structure as an individual’s socially defined 

position, status, or group that defines their social interactions and relationships. 

This dissertation will examine the social structures formed within the high school 

context (institution) that determine the hierarchy of how college resources are 

distributed. Segregation according to race, class, and academic ability tracking 

within the high school are already identified in the existing literature as social 

structures potentially affecting how social capital is distributed (Martin et al., 

2005; Solórzano & Ornelas, 2002; Wells et al., 2005; Yonezawa & Wells, 2002). 

This dissertation will paint a portrait of two different high school contexts, as 

institutions, in order to understand how their varying social structures direct the 
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social capital available to students. The overall rules of the institutional context 

and then the social structures that develop within each institutional context will be 

observed to understand how they impact the resources students possess and the 

relationships they form to gain access to college.  

Nested Structures of Inequality. This dissertation’s focus is to conduct a 

cross-case analysis of two different high school contexts, but it is important to 

keep in mind that the nested structures interact with the high school context, and 

have an additional impact on the social capital students tap into and the networks 

they form. My viewfinder throughout the dissertation focuses on the social capital 

and networks accessed within each of the two high school contexts, but the high 

school is not solely responsible for navigating the college pathway. The social 

capital and networks of which a student taps into are nested within layers of 

complexity. Hochschild and Scovronick (2003) use the concept nested 

inequalities as a framework for visualizing how students are in the center of many 

structures of inequality. 

Students therefore sit at the center of four or more nested structures of 
inequality—states, districts, schools, classes, and special needs. Well-off 
or White parents usually manage to ensure that their children obtain the 
benefits of this structure; poor and non-Anglo parents have a much harder 
time doing so. (p. 23) 
 
Several interwoven structures of inequality, such as concentrated poverty, 

racial isolation, the intersection of race and poverty, the neighborhood context, 

and the level of family support, affect students’ college pathways and overlap 
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with the high school institutional context and the social structures within the high 

school. 

Institutional Agents. The overarching institution and the social structures 

within the institution shape how social capital is distributed and exchanged; but 

on an individual level, there are instrumental persons who can help connect 

students to social capital or resources. Stanton-Salazar (1997) identifies 

individuals who have the capacity and commitment to transmit directly, or 

negotiate the transmission of institutional resources as institutional agents. 

Institutional agents are able to provide students with resources and opportunities, 

such as information about school programs, academic tutoring and mentoring, and 

assistance with career decision making and college admission (Stanton-Salazar, 

1997). Institutional agents include family members, teachers, counselors, 

community leaders, and peers (Stanton-Salazar, 1997).  

School Peers as Social Capital. In the predisposition stage of Hossler and 

Gallagher’s (1987) college choice model, a student begins to build aspirations 

about attending college, and in this stage, having supportive peers who also have 

educational aspirations serves as social capital that helps a student form his or her 

own educational aspirations (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987).  

Horn (1997) identified variables that place a student at-risk of dropping 

out of school. Being in the lowest SES quartile, coming from a single parent 

family, having an older sibling who dropped out of school, changing schools two 

or more times, earning average grades of C or lower from sixth to eighth grades, 
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or repeating one or more grades between first and eighth are variables placing a 

student at risk. In Horn’s study, peer engagement and support alleviated the other 

risk factors. Peer engagement and having peers that view attending class, earning 

good grades, finishing high school, and continuing education past high school as 

important, is positively correlated with the type of postsecondary education in 

which an at-risk student enrolls (Horn, 1997). About 80 percent of at-risk college-

qualified students who enrolled in a four-year college reported most or all of their 

friends intended to enroll in college, compared with 60 percent of college-

qualified, at-risk high school graduates who in enroll in other forms of 

postsecondary education, and 49 percent of college-qualified, at-risk high school 

graduates who do not enroll in any type of postsecondary education at all (Horn, 

1997). 

Choy et al. (2000) found, after looking at a number of engagement 

indicators (student engagement within school, parent engagement with student 

learning, peer engagement with learning, and college preparation activities), 

having peers with college plans was the strongest predictor of enrolling in a four-

year college. For at-risk, college-qualified students whose peers had college plans, 

the odds of enrolling in college was four times higher than if their peers had no 

college plans (Choy, et al., 2000). Even with a number of social, economic, and 

educational inequalities existing between low SES and high SES students, peer 

engagement and support is an influential socializing agent that has an impact on 

student’s predispositions to attend college, search strategies, and college choices 
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(Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper 1999).  Thus, the literature suggests there are 

systematic differences in peer capital. This dissertation will observe the role peer 

capital plays in students’ college pathways and how peer capital varies across two 

racially and socioeconomically different high school contexts. 

School Faculty and Mentors as Social Capital. A mentor serves as a social 

capital, or resource, that encourages a student to build college aspirations and 

assist in accessing specific information about applying for college. Thus, a mentor 

can be of critical importance in assisting a student with navigating the college 

pipeline. Gándara (1995), in her study of educationally and professionally mobile 

Chicanos, defined mentoring as a process by which an individual dramatically 

affected the orientation to schooling of the subject (p. 66).” In Gándara’s study, 

all participants identified a positive mentor outside of the school setting.  

Levine and Nidiffer (1996) explored the success stories of poor first-

generation college students who beat the odds and enrolled in college. Students 

identified a valuable asset—an influential person who motivated them to enroll in 

college. Students were able to beat the odds and not succumb to negative 

influences, because they had mentors early in their lives who worked with them 

for long periods of time (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996). A number of students named 

parents, uncles, school counselors, neighbors, teachers, coaches, human-services 

officers, and therapists as influential individuals (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996).  

In Levine and Nidiffer’s study, students identified four reasons that the 

supportive individuals in their lives were successful at helping them beat the odds. 
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Firstly, students believed that the influential people instilled in them greater 

possibilities than they imagined existed, and helped them believe the possibilities 

could be achieved (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996). Secondly, a supportive individual 

enhanced the student’s confidence.  

Many supportive individuals such as parents, coaches and counselors gave 

words of encouragement. One student said that while debating to go to college, 

“My coach told me I could do it,” and the student believed him (Levine & 

Nidiffer, p. 76, 1996). One student said his parents always told him, “You can be 

whatever you want.” (Levine & Nidiffer, p.76, 1996). Thirdly, the supportive 

people stressed the importance of receiving an education (Levine & Nidiffer, 

1996). These people convinced the students that the only path to success in life, 

and achieving their dreams, was schooling (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996). When one 

student told her guidance counselor that she was going to drop out of high school 

in order to help support her family, the guidance counselor encouraged her not to 

do so, because she would be able to do much more for her family with an 

education (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996). Finally, the students in the study revealed 

that supportive individuals were influential because they placed them in the 

college gate (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996).  

Current research demonstrates how positive faculty and mentors can help 

students, who experience some form of educational resource disadvantages, 

achieve educational opportunities and mobility. What we do not know, is within a 

school of a specific racial and socioeconomic school composition, especially low-
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resource schools in which a majority of the students are low-income: How do 

positive faculty and mentors assist in closing the college access gaps across the 

two high school contexts? This will be examined in my dissertation.  

Social networks. Social network theory will provide insight on how the 

relationships or networks that students form are able to assist with college access. 

The social networks view emphasizes the importance of vertical, as well as 

horizontal, associations between people and relations within and among other 

organizational entities, such as community groups and firms that are necessary to 

maintain and build capital (Woolcock & Narayan, 2000). According to social 

network theory, relationships can occur as either homophilous or heterophilous 

(Lin, 2001). A homophily is an interaction that takes place among individuals with 

similar lifestyles and socioeconomic characteristics. A heterophilous relationship 

is a set of diverse, heterogeneous interactions that are usually less likely to occur.   

Social networks are less formal social structures and are fluid in 

occupants, resources, positions, rules, and procedures (Lin, 2001). Granovetter 

(1973) found that “strong” intra-community ties, or bonding capital, are needed to 

give families and communities a sense of identity and purpose. An individual 

student may form networks with peers of their same social class, socioeconomic 

status, extra-curricular interests, etc.; but in order to expand and diversify 

information and types of resources needed to gain access to college, it is also 

important for a student to go outside their isolated “strong” network ties and seek 

inter-community “weak” ties, or bridging capital, that cross social divides, such 
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as class, ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status (Granovetter, 1973; 

Woolcock & Narayan, 2000). The trust building relationships, or bonding capital, 

that is developed within an institution or social structure is critical, but for new 

knowledge to be developed, individuals must also reach outside the institution or 

social structure in order to access bridging capital that leads to different resources 

and ideas.  

For those who attend a high poverty/high minority high school, it may be 

necessary to move beyond the isolated networks situated in an environment 

concentrated by poverty, and create ties with, or “bridge,” with other community 

organizations or mentorship opportunities that will provide additional resources to 

access college (Woolcock & Narayan, 2000). Close “bonds” help build group 

cohesiveness within a network, but this cohesiveness can create isolation and 

prevent adaptation, flexibility, and change (Narayan, 1999).  

Middle class students typically have cosmopolitan networks, which are 

fluid relationships with a diverse set of people that lead to accessing more 

privileges, institutional resources, opportunities for leisure, and educational and 

career mobility (Stanton-Salazar, 2001). But working class people are typically 

involved in segregated, smaller, homogenous, and tightly knit bounded networks, 

in which they have little access to diverse networks (Stanton-Salazar-2001). A 

racially and economically integrated high school setting has the potential to lead 

to greater college access networks and resources due to the heterogeneous 

knowledge structures that have more power to “bridge” capital (Narayan, 1999). 
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The isolation or exclusion that high poverty, high minority high schools may 

experience because of spatial isolation and concentrated poverty, could cause 

students to have low levels of “bridging” capital or bounded networks (Narayan, 

1999). Exclusion and isolation would make it difficult for high poverty, high 

minority high schools to form “ties” or “bridges” with outside resources, 

community groups, organizations, etc.; yet few studies have investigated how 

racially and socioeconomically isolated schools impact students’ ability to 

connect to college information and resources.  

Social capital and aspiration building. The racial/ethnic, environmental, 

social, and economic contexts—such as neighborhoods and schools—shape 

educational aspirations and networks (Freeman, 2005; Gándara, 1995; Horn, 

1997; MacLeod, 1987; Stanton-Salazar, 2001; Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2000; 

Stewart, Stewart, & Simons, 2007). However, even students who live in 

neighborhoods and attend schools with a high percentage of disadvantages can be 

socially and economically mobile and educationally resilient, if afforded a 

supportive peer network and essential mentorship (Aronson, 2001; Herbert & 

Reis, 1999; Levine & Nidiffer, 1996; MacLeod, 1987, O’Connor 1997, 

O’Connor, 1999). This section addresses how racial/ethnic identity conflicts, 

positive mentors, neighborhood context, and network of peer groups formed 

within this context can impact educational aspirations and perceptions of 

opportunity (MacLeod, 1987: Stewart, Stewart, & Simmons, 2007).  
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Social capital, or building positive relationships with peers, school faculty, 

mentors, etc., can help build students’ aspirations to go to college. A common 

theme, in studies on educational mobility of low-income students of color, is that 

a relationship exists between a belief in the American dream (hard work leads to 

success), aspiration building, and the social and educational mobility of low-

income students of color. Students’ educational aspirations are highly correlated 

with enrollment in four-year colleges (Horn, 1997). But college enrollment 

aspirations can decrease with an increase of risk factors (being in the lowest 

socioeconomic quartile, coming from a single parent family, having an older 

sibling who dropped out of school, changing two or more schools, repeating one 

or more grades between 1st and 8th, and earning an average grade of C or lower 

from 6th to 8th grade) that impede students’ progression through the college 

pipeline (Horn, 1997).   

Some qualitative case studies feature the narratives of low-income Black 

students who successfully develop college-going aspirations because they believe 

in the “American Dream”, but still remain aware of the racial prejudices they may 

encounter along the way. O’Connor (1997) conducted a cross-case analysis of six 

educationally resilient Black students at an inner city high school. The 

educationally resilient youth believed in the dominant “American Dream” 

perspective that education and hard work lead to social mobility. These 

educationally resilient students possessed an awareness of the race and class 

issues they must contend with as Black Americans; however, this phenomenon  
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was not observed in the narratives of student participants in the larger study. 

These educationally resilient students saw the American dream as a possibility 

within their reach, but were not naïve to the barriers they will face due to their 

race (O’Connor, 1997).  

The educationally resilient youth in O’Connor’s study had examples of 

other Black Americans, typically persons from their communities, who gained 

mobility despite racial barriers, and these examples contributed to their positive 

educational aspirations. The educationally resilient youth also had mentors who 

exposed them to opportunities. Parents and mentors were honest with the youth 

about Black struggles, but at the same time taught them that Blacks can unite 

together to overcome these struggles (O’Connor, 1997). Thus, institutional agents 

(Stanton-Salazar, 1997), such as parents and mentors, not only help Black 

students build college-going aspirations by connecting them to opportunities, but 

also alleviate the obstacles along the college pathway, by preparing students for 

potential racial barriers (O’Connor, 1997). 

O’Connor’s research reveals how contentions with racial prejudices can 

affect the educational aspiration building for students of color. Further research 

proposes that the neighborhood environment and peer groups within the 

environment also influence educational aspirations. Stewart, Stewart, and Simons 

(2007) conducted an HLM multivariate analysis to understand how concentrated a 

neighborhood disadvantage impacts Black students’ college aspirations. 

Individual student characteristics affected Black student college aspirations more 



 

62 

 

than neighborhood characteristics, but the neighborhood did account for 10% of 

college aspirations. When controlling for individual characteristics, the 

neighborhood socioeconomic status caused a 10% decrease in college aspirations 

(Stewart, Stewart, & Simon, 2007). Students living in neighborhoods with strong 

social cohesion had higher levels of college aspirations. Students in 

neighborhoods with less concentrated disadvantage had a 31% advantage in 

college aspirations over neighborhoods with a high percentage of concentrated 

disadvantage (Stewart, Stewart, & Simon, 2007). This research aligns with social 

network theory, because the social cohesion (i. e. strong intra-community ties or 

bonding capital) within the neighborhood increases college-going aspirations, but 

concentrated poverty isolates students and inhibits their ability to interact with 

diverse information networks from the middle and even upper-class.  

Not only can the neighborhood context, itself, shape student educational 

aspirations, but the peer groups students form in their neighborhood also influence 

aspiration building. Using Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduction, MacLeod 

(1987) gave an ethnographic account of differences in aspirations and perceptions 

of opportunity between two separate peer groups in a low-income neighborhood. 

Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduction was used to understand how family, 

peers, and the school either reproduces the lower class structure’s negative 

perceptions toward aspiration building, or produce positive aspirations that offer 

hope of social and economic mobility. The socially and academically successful 

peer group adhered to the dominant culture’s definition of success. The dominant 
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culture believes that hard work and effort is rewarded (MacLeod, 1987). The 

students’ parents, even though most did not succeed beyond a high school 

diploma, placed an emphasis on educational success (MacLeod, 1987).  

In MacLeod’s ethnography, despite the students’ lower class structure, the 

socially and academically successful peer group viewed opportunities to be open 

to them. The peer group that disengaged from school and participated in illegal 

activities formed a subculture of values against the dominant culture (MacLeod, 

1987). This group did not possess aspirations, but instead had pessimistic 

expectations, and lacked positive role models (the group witnessed no rewards 

from talent and effort). This peer group recognized their low class status as a 

barrier to opportunity (MacLeod, 1987).  

Both Stewart et al. and MacLeod uncovered the impact that 

neighborhoods with disadvantages in social capital and class have on educational 

aspiration building; but individual relationships with peers, or peer networks, have 

as great an influence on aspirations. This research suggests that despite resource 

deficits in the institutional context, positive resources, networks, and cohesive 

trust building relationships can lead to aspiration building at both the individual 

and group level. The students in O’Connor’s study, who had experience 

navigating integrated settings, knew they would encounter racial, class, and 

gender barriers in these settings, and probably were academically successful 

because they had experience challenging the reality of discrimination in these 

settings.  MacLeod, O’Connor, and Stewart et al.’s research suggested that 
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supportive positive relationships within a community are necessary to build the 

aspirations of low-income youth, and these same positive relationships—social 

capital and networks—lead to educational, social, and economic mobility. These 

researchers also found that educationally resilient students faced the reality of 

race and class, in order to overcome the hurdles of discrimination and become 

socially and educationally mobile. 

Criticisms of Social Capital and Social Network Theory. Theorists such 

as Putnam (2000) and Coleman (1988) view social capital as an asset that can be 

earned through hard work and commitment (Arneil, 2006). According to these 

theorists, social capital is an investment that is made in the present, so then greater 

rewards await in the future. These rewards are available to anyone who works 

hard and makes the right choices regarding time and resources, but this 

examination of social capital is largely based on the values of the dominant 

cultural group, and does not consider the reality that groups, who have been 

excluded from the mainstream, may not fit the ‘universal’ norms for obtaining 

social capital.   

 Bourdieu’s interpretation of social capital recognizes that the 

accumulation of social capital is not equally open to everyone (Arneil, 2006). 

Thus, according to Bourdieu, the accumulation of social capital is not something 

that is a “benign force working equally in the interest of each and all, but, by 

virtue of past accumulation, draws boundaries around and between people, 

reconstructing the same power differentials between those who belong and those 
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who do not belong in more formal institutions (p. 8).” Thus, acquiring social 

capital does not necessarily level the playing field for groups historically 

disenfranchised by mainstream society, because groups who are members of the 

dominant culture have had the opportunity to accumulate capital and power over 

time.  

 Yosso (2005) uses critical race theory to challenge deficit thinking of 

research that views Communities of Color as deficient in capital. Research 

typically compares the capital of Communities of Color to the values of White or 

middle and upper class groups, of which Communities of Color historically have 

not had access. (Yosso, 2005). Thus, it is important not to compare the capital of 

Communities of Color to their White or middle and upper class counterparts, but 

to instead understand how Communities of Color, or even low-income and 

working class groups, use their existing assets and relations within their 

communities to access educational opportunities and achieve educational mobility 

(Yosso, 2005).  

The problem of social capital inequalities, among social classes and 

racial/ethnic groups, may not be an issue regarding which group possesses more 

capital; but instead be a question of whether the institutional and social structures 

in place within the school allow middle class and working class and Black, 

Latino, and White students and their families, to form connections and 

relationships with the school in spite of their outside jobs, family, life 

responsibilities, and social/cultural values. This dissertation will compare social 
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capital, or how relationships are formed to gain access to college, across two high 

school contexts, but will not rank or tabulate the amount of capital among the 

high schools. This dissertation will instead investigate how the high schools, as 

institutions, and the social structures within them, shape the nature of the social 

capital or relationships formed. This dissertation will examine the relationships 

that students are able to form within the parameters of their high school context 

and how these relationships enable them to gain access to college information 

resources.  

The Unanswered: How Networks of Opportunity Vary Across High School 

Contexts 

 Educational researchers demonstrate the necessity of social capital and 

networks to gain access to college. The body of research in education, on social 

capital and social networks, outlines how students acquire and use resources and 

relationships that bring educational opportunities (Gándara, 1997; Hossler, 

Schmit, & Vesper; Stanton-Salazar, 2001, 1997). Some research takes social 

capital and social networks theory a step further by examining resource 

distribution and relationship building in a specific context (Jarrett, 1995; Herbert, 

1999; Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2000). But existing research on social capital and 

social network does not examine how social capital and social networks vary 

across different contexts.  

My dissertation builds upon educational research on social capital and 

social networks, by comparing the ways in which social capital and networks 
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influence access to college resources in two high school contexts: one integrated 

and one segregated. Research demonstrates how social capital is important for 

accessing postsecondary resources. Also, research illustrates how social networks 

connect students to valuable social capital matters to gaining access to college-

going resources. My dissertation moves beyond the scope of present research by 

examining the differences in social capital and social among two high school 

contexts—one that is racially and socioeconomically integrated and one that is 

racially and socioeconomically segregated. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN 

In the following sections in Chapter 3, I outline the mechanisms I used to 

answer my guiding research questions. First, I reiterate the research questions, 

providing a matrix for how I addressed each research question in my methodology 

and research design. Next, I introduce my overall methodology, portraiture, and 

discuss why it is the most appropriate methodology for my research questions and 

dissertation purpose. I also describe how I borrowed methods from case study 

analysis for the purposes of the cross-case comparison of the integrated high 

school versus the segregated high school, and then I provide a clear definition of 

my unit of analyses. I explain how I accessed the school district and high schools 

in this study. I review the variety of data collection methods I used—in-depth 

interviews, participant observations, descriptive statistics, ethnographic field 

notes, and ethnographic network mapping. Then I provide an overview of the data 

analyses—coding, memoing, and network matrices—I used to accurately 

represent the students’ stories. Finally, I close Chapter 3 by presenting ways in 

which this dissertation can facilitate praxis.    

Research Questions 

By the end of Chapter 3, the reader should walk away with a detailed 

understanding of the specific methodology, data collection procedures, and data 

analyses I used to approach the following research questions: 
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1. How do the institutional structures and the sets of relationships 

connecting students to postsecondary resources compare across 

high schools of differing socioeconomic and racial/ethnic 

compositions? 

2. How do individual students interact with institutional structures 

and sets of relationships, and how does that interaction influence 

students’ postsecondary pathways? 

Table 1 

Data Collection Matrix 

Research question Data collections 

sources 

How did I access the data? 

How do the 
institutional 
structures and the 
sets of relationships 
connecting students 
to postsecondary 
resources compare 
across high schools 
of differing 
socioeconomic and 
racial/ethnic 
compositions? 

Cross-case analysis 
of social capital and 
networks, participant 
observation, in-depth 
interviews, 
ethnographic 
network mapping 

Observations of classrooms, 
meetings, and community events; 
district and school level data; 
Matrix of social networks for each 
student participant, compare the 
social network matrix among 
students within each high school, 
compare the social network matrix 
across the two high schools 

How do individual 
students interact with 
institutional 
structures and sets of 
relationships, and 
how does that 
interaction influence 
students’ 
postsecondary 
pathways? 

Descriptive statistics 
of school level data 
(courses available, 
teacher quality, 
student population 
demographics), 
participant 
observation, in-depth 
interviews, 
ethnographic 
network mapping 

School level data; in-depth 
interviews of students, classroom 
teachers, school counselors, 
principals; observations of 
classrooms, meetings, and 
community events; develop a 
matrix of social networks for each 
student participant 
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 Table 1 above presents a data collection matrix in order to outline the 

sources for each research question (LeCompte & Schensul, 1999). The data 

collection matrix provides an overview of the research questions, the data that 

helped to answer the questions, and where and from whom the data was collected 

(LeCompte & Schensul, 1999). 

Dissertation Methodology: Portraiture 

 This dissertation places emphasis on context—specifically how the racial 

and socioeconomic composition of two different high school shape students’ 

postsecondary pathways. Portraiture, as a methodology, aligned with my research 

questions and dissertation focus, because it places emphasis on illuminating the 

research context. The context is a crucial resource for interpreting the participants’ 

thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Because portraiture involves being in the real 

environment—unlike positivistic, quantitative examinations of a context—the 

researcher is able to conduct critical examinations of the relationships formed, or 

the relationships that have not taken shape, in the context (Lawrence-Lightfoot & 

Davis, 1997).   

This dissertation captures incredibly complex phenomena. As established 

in Chapter 2, existing research has not effectively documented the complex racial 

and socioeconomic structures that impact students’ postsecondary pathways in a 

high school context. Existing research provides information on inequalities in 

tangible college access resources, such as rigorous college preparatory 
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coursework and college application assistance, but there is limited research 

depicting the complex structures and relationships, situated within a high school 

context, that navigate students’ college pathways. Additionally, research has yet 

to demonstrate how these complex structures vary among high school contexts of 

extremely different racial/ethnic and socioeconomic compositions.  

The purpose of portraiture, as a qualitative method, is to capture the 

complexities within a context in an analytic, systematic manner. In portraiture, 

both the researcher and participants’ voices are used to paint a portrait of the 

research context (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). The portraits are “designed 

to capture the richness, complexity, and dimensionality of human experience in 

social and cultural context, conveying the experience of people who are 

negotiating those experiences” (p. 3). Thus, I selected portraiture as my mode of 

inquiry, because the methodology not only enabled me to capture the complex 

structures and human connections that shaped students’ college pathways, but 

portraiture also helped me to capture how the complex structures and 

relationships were situated within a high school context. 

 In most of her chapters on portraiture, Lawrence-Lightfoot uses the term 

illuminate or illumination to describe the process in which the researcher uses 

symbols, themes, metaphors, descriptive detail, aesthetics, narrative, and voice to 

illustrate the research context (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). In the data 

collection and analyses portions of this chapter, I justify how the chosen methods 

illuminate the two different high school contexts. Participant observations and in-
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depth interviews helped me use voice to illuminate each high school context.  

Furthermore, in my data analysis, I coded the symbols, themes, and metaphors 

within the participant interview transcripts and field notes to illuminate the high 

school context. Finally, ethnographic network mapping is an additional data 

analysis tool that allowed me to illuminate the intangible relationships that 

navigate student college pathways within each high school context. 

Moreover, I chose portraiture because I was intrigued with its use of 

reciprocity to describe the relationships between the participants and the context. 

When shaping and designing the context, the researcher includes rich description 

of the history, themes, and metaphors to illuminate context; but the researcher 

must also recognize that there is a reciprocal relationship between the participants 

and the context. (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). According to Lawrence-

Lightfoot, there is often too much emphasis placed on how the context shapes the 

actors, with the assumption that the institutional and ecological structures are 

more powerful than they are, and not enough consideration for how people design 

their settings. Thus, the researcher, as a portraitist, must consider the ways in 

which participants “shape, disturb, and transform the environments in which they 

live and work” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, p. 58). 

Overall, when examining the context, in portraitures, the researcher must 

view it as a dynamic framework. The context is always evolving, shaping the 

actors, and in return being shaped by the actors (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 

1997). In research question two, I asked, “How do these high school contexts 
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interact with students’ personal characteristics to influence their college 

pathways?” The attention portraiture brings to reciprocity between the context and 

the research participant, aided me in exploring the interaction between the high 

school contexts and students’ personal characteristics. Interaction does not mean 

that the students are idly shaped by the high school context, but that the students 

also play a role in shaping the institutional/organizational structures and 

relationships that influence their college pathways.  

 Most of the research in Chapter 2 documented the differences in 

educational outcomes and impact on college access in segregated and 

desegregated school settings, in a positivistic manner. Furthermore, much of the 

research in Chapter 2 presented controlled data that was divorced from the real 

setting and more like a “laboratory experiment” that presented an “analysis of the 

phenomena under study separate from the messiness and complexity of the 

natural environment” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 12). Thus, 

portraiture allowed me to not simply focus on the tangible, calculable resources 

that lead to college access, but also to embrace the intangible, within the 

complexity and reality of schools. Portraiture fit with the emphasis on shaping the 

context in my research questions, because it specifically illuminated a portrait of 

the organic, fluid reality of students’ experiences in a specific high school context.  

 Portraiture was used to paint a portrait of each high school context of 

study. The student participants’ voices served as the brush strokes and gave each 

high school portrait its own unique textures, tones, and design for painting a story 
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about the students’ college access resources and networks. In her development of 

portraiture as a methodology, Lawrence-Lightfoot intended to use narrative to 

paint the context by creating: 

“Life drawings” of high schools and trace the connections between 
individual personality and organizational culture; I felt the echoes of being 
on the other side of the artist’s palette. I wanted to develop a document, a 
text that came as close as possible to painting with words. (Lawrence-
Lightfoot-Davis, 1997, p. 4) 
 

Portraiture embodies elements of ethnography. With portraiture, Lawrence-

Lightfoot created a methodology that merges science and art by utilizing 

systematic and descriptive ethnography with literature (Lawrence-Lightfoot & 

Davis, 1997). The portrait painted of each high school represents a single case. In 

order to study the portraits of the two high schools, I incorporated a multiple case, 

or cross-case, design to compare how the two different high school contexts 

structured the social capital and networks that connected students to information 

regarding college attendance. When multiple cases are involved in a study, a 

detailed description is provided of each case using a within-case analysis (similar 

to creating a portrait of a context), and then a thematic analysis is conducted using 

a cross-case analysis (Yin, 2003). In order to balance the portrayal of each high 

school context, I moved from the outside in or the macro to the micro 

environment (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 61). Davis, in her chapter on 

implementation and setting the site, found the outside in technique to be useful to 

portray and compare multiple cases because the move from “macro to micro 

continues from outer to inner layer in the researcher’s and reader’s growing 
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understanding of the subject or site. Each subsequent layer of internal context 

moves closer to the micro as the site comes clearly into focus” (p.65). Using a 

macro perspective, I was able to view all two high schools and cross-examine the 

structures, resources, and networks used to access college. Using a micro 

perspective, I gave detailed descriptions about how the high school context 

interacts with the students’ personal characteristics in order to navigate their 

college pathways.   

Unit of Analysis 

 Before I entered the field, it was important that I was clear about 

specifically who and what I was studying. In case study methods, the unit of 

analysis is the phenomenon or entity the researcher is interested in investigating. 

The researcher is interested in uncovering how the phenomenon or entity 

functions in a particular context (Merriam, 1998).  

In my review of the literature in Chapter 2, I identified several missing 

components in present research on college access, the racial and socioeconomic 

context of high schools, and social capital and network theory. Some research 

examined the general educational, college resources, and networks of a single 

high school context, but there was no record of research that conducted a cross-

case analysis of high schools with different racial and socioeconomic 

compositions. Thus, the units of analysis in this dissertation were 1) the structures 

and networks within each high school context that interact with a student’s 
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personal characteristics to impact the student’s college pathway, and 2) the 

variance in the intangible networks across two different high school contexts.  

High School Site Selection 

 As demonstrated in the review of the literature in Chapter 2, research on 

the educational impact of school segregation versus desegregation, has yet to 

conduct a comparison of schools of significantly different socioeconomic and 

racial compositions in a single study. For this reason, it was important that I did 

not simply conduct a portrait of one high school, but that I drew a portrait of two 

schools of various racial and socioeconomic compositions. The review of the 

literature in Chapter 2 presented holes in the area of segregated high school 

contexts versus more racially balanced/integrated high school contexts. Thus, I 

chose to concentrate on the college access resources and networks of two different 

high school contexts—a high poverty, high minority high school and a high 

school that is more racially and socioeconomically integrated or balanced.  

I selected high schools that fit the profile of either 1) racially and 

socioeconomically integrated or 2) racially and socioeconomically segregated. 

Brown High School was selected because it was racially and socioeconomically 

balanced; no one racial and social class group represented the majority of the 

student population. I selected Green High School, as the racially and 

socioeconomically segregated high school, because students of color and 

economically disadvantaged students represented well over 50% of the student 
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population. This designated Green High as a high school that is high poverty, high 

minority in enrollment.  

Building Relationships: Access and Entry  

Portraiture is founded on the relationships between the actors 

(participants) themselves, the relationship between the actors and the context, and 

even the relationship between the portraitist (the researcher) and the actors. The 

portraitist is able to gain access to the actors’ stories, because of the trust building 

and reciprocity. Throughout the researchers’ investigation, the relationships with 

the actors are constantly changing as all parties negotiate communication, trust, 

and boundary setting (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997).  

I was in the process of building relationships with the two high school 

sites, prior to working on this dissertation. I was a graduate student researcher and 

student program director for a community, university, and school partnership (the 

partnership). The partnership sponsored a leadership program for Black and 

Latino/a students at Green High School. I established relationships with students 

and faculty prior to the dissertation research, because I advised student the 

leaderships programs at Green High. Brown High School previously contracted 

the partnership to conduct a series of professional development workshops for the 

faculty. Brown High was embarking on a project working with the faculty, 

students, and the community to redesign the course scheduling and programmatic 

offerings at BHS, so that all students have access to educational opportunities. 

Brown High conducted focus groups of 300 students in order to gather student 
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perspectives on how to improve academics and campus life. The student focus 

groups served as a youth participatory action research project, in which the 

students developed the questions, conducted the analysis, presented the data, and 

then offered solutions. Student leaders facilitated the focus groups. I assisted these 

student leaders in the data collection and analysis of the focus group data. The 

student leaders presented their data to Brown High faculty and staff. By 

facilitating a student leadership program at Green High and assisting with youth 

participatory action research at Brown High, I was able to establish trusting 

relationships with students and faculty, and become familiar with the terrain of 

the two high schools prior to conducting data collection for the dissertation.  

 Building trusting relationships with student participants and school staff is 

key to gaining access and entry to high schools. I wanted the students and school 

faculty to understand that I was not simply participating in their daily lives to 

collect data, but that I was there because I cared about the students’ well-being 

and academic success. According to Lawrence-Lightfoot, the researcher builds 

relationships with the participants by showing empathetic regard. The researcher 

develops an understanding of the participants’ perspectives by imagining what it 

would be like to be in their shoes. Often with empathy for the participants, the 

researcher is self-reflective and self-analytic by connecting their personal 

experience and intellectual background to the participants’ stories (Lawrence-

Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). As I stated in the dissertation preface, my own 

experiences as a Black, low-income student trying to navigate the pathway to 
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college helped me have empathetic regard for the student participants. In order to 

build trusting relationships with students, I reciprocated the storytelling in the 

interview and shared my own personal experiences of trying to access college. I 

let the students know that I understand what it is like to negotiate school spaces 

that historically have been hostile environments for low-income students of color.  

Sharing my own personal experiences helped me have empathetic regard for 

student participants and gain entry into their lives.  

Participant Sampling  

In my student participant selection, I sought a student sample that was 

diverse in racial/ethnic backgrounds, social class, GPA, course enrollment (AP or 

non-AP), grade classification, the type of school they previously attended, and 

their level of involvement in extra-curricular activities. I sought roughly equal 

numbers of students from AP vs. non-AP tracks and focused on capturing a 

diversity of students from different racial/ethnic minority backgrounds (primarily 

Latino/a and African-American).  Within these criteria, I sought to balance my 

sample with students from different backgrounds (SES, geography) and level of 

involvement in the school.   

At both Brown and Green High School, I worked with the school 

administration to select a diverse student sample based on the aforementioned 

criteria. I did not have access to individual student level data, so school 

administrators accessed the student enrollment files and provided me with a list of 

student names that met my criteria. Students met with me during their community 
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seminar/advisory course to discuss voluntarily participating in my dissertation 

research. In this meeting, I explained the purpose of the study, benefits of 

participating, and the amount of time they would be volunteering if they chose to 

participate.  I handed out the parental consent forms and explained to students that 

their parents must provide signed consent before participating in the research. I 

also told the students that they could decline participation and also elect to drop 

out at any time. 

Along with the assistance from the school administrators in selecting a list 

of potential student participants, I recruited about a 1/3 of the student sample 

myself. Since not all students on the school administrations’ list had consented to 

participate or were difficult tracking down, I had to fill-in criterion gaps in the 

sample. Since I spent significant time in these high school sites, I knew many 

students through informal conversations in the hallway or cafeteria during my 

daily visits. Through these interactions with students, I identified and recruited 

student participants who would help complete some of the missing criteria in my 

sample.  

At Brown High School, it was difficult recruiting students who transferred 

from low performing schools, especially students of color who resided in low-

socioeconomic status neighborhoods. At Green High School, there were several 

students with whom I experienced difficulty contacting to participate, because 

they were either involved in state exam interventions and were never available to 

be interviewed, or the student was frequently absent. The inability to contact 
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certain students may explain why later in my research findings, at both high 

schools, there was a student network group that was silenced and completely 

divorced from networks of opportunity.  

During the interviews I asked students to identify an institutional agent 

who connected them to postsecondary resources. At each high school, from the 

list of student recommendations, I selected the top ten institutional agents with the 

most student nominations. I both emailed and personally approached faculty who 

were nominated about participation in the study. I explained to faculty that they 

were nominated by a student because they are a person who serves as an advocate 

for and connects students to postsecondary resources. Institutional agents were 

informed that participation in the study was completely voluntary and that they 

could withdraw from the study at any time.  

I interviewed 20 students at Brown High School and 17 students at Green 

High School. I also conducted in-depth interviews with school faculty or staff 

members that the student participants specifically identified as an institutional 

agent (an important person connecting them to college information and resources) 

(Stanton-Salazar, 1997). At each high school, a majority of the student 

participants were students of color. At Brown High, 17/20 of the students were of 

color and at Green High, 15/17 of the students were of color.  I interviewed n=10 

institutional agents at each high school. These institutional agents were teachers, 

principals, and community leaders/liaisons who sponsored support programs 

within the high schools. Interviewing faculty, who student participants identified 
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as institutional agents, provided me with additional information about the 

students’ college pathways. Also, the institutional agents offered additional voices 

to help illuminate each high school context.  

Interviews with students lasted approximately one hour and usually 

occurred during their lunch break (I would buy the students lunch), before or after 

school, or during an “off” period. I conducted all student interviews in a school 

conference room. Interviews with institutional agents typically lasted within one 

hour to 90 minutes. These interviews occurred during a teacher’s planning period, 

lunchtime, or before or after school. I usually met with institutional agents who 

were teachers in their classrooms. I interviewed administrators in their office.  

Table 2 
In-depth Interview Matrix 
High School Student Participant 

Interviews 
Institutional Agents 
Interviews (teachers, 
principals, et.) 

Brown High 
School 

In-depth interviews:  20 
students x 1 interview= 
20 interviews 

In-depth interviews: 10 
institutional agents x 1 
interview= 10 interviews 

Green High 
School 

In-depth interviews: 17 
students x 1 interview= 
17 interviews 

In-depth interviews: 10 
institutional agents x 1 
interview= 10 interviews 

Subtotal  Total student interviews= 
37 interviews 

Total institutional agent 
interviews= 20 interviews 

Total interviews= 57 interviews 

 

In Table 2 above, I provide an outline of the number of student participant 

and institutional agent (teachers, principals, community leaders, etc.) interviews 

that I conducted at each high school site.  
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Potential Risk 

 Even though, in portraiture, the researcher and the participants are 

working collaboratively to tell the story, it is the researcher’s responsibility to 

define boundaries and make certain that the participants are protected and not 

placed in vulnerable situations. Because most of my student participants were 

under 18, I obtained informed consent from their parent or guardian. Several 

parents called with questions of clarification before they agreed to allow their son 

or daughter to participate. I also collaborated with high school administrators to 

work with students to explain their rights as participants in my dissertation 

research.   

Data Collection Methods 

 The following sections, I review the techniques that I used to collect data 

in the research field. I provide an overview of my data collection plan. I 

conducted in-depth interviews, participant observations, and used district and 

school level data to paint a portrait of each high school. I also describe my use of 

ethnographic field notes and coding techniques for data analysis. Each data 

collection method was selected because it would best capture the data needed to 

answer the two research questions—the differing institutional structures, 

resources and networks used to access college, and the way in which the high 

school context influences student college pathways. Using various data collection 

resources allowed me to triangulate the data, because I had multiple pieces of 

evidence to support my research findings. By triangulating the data, the researcher 
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uses various strategies and tools of data collection to see how data points 

converge among them (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). 

Portraiture emphasizes using data collection tools to “frame the terrain” or 

the research context. In portraiture, the context is where the action takes place and 

the context, “becomes the framework, the reference point, the map, the ecological 

sphere…used to place people and action in time and space and as a resource for 

understanding what they say and do” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p.41). 

The purpose of this dissertation was to demonstrate how each high school context, 

and the racial and socioeconomic structures within each context, shapes students’ 

social capital and networks necessary for going to college. The data collection 

methods presented in the following sections assisted me in “framing the terrain” 

of each high school.  

The Importance of Context 

 In portraiture, the researcher as the “portraitist” not only depicts the 

current physical setting, but also designs the institutional culture by gathering the 

history behind the organization and its values in order to shed light on the 

organization’s present structure and purpose (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 

1997). The researcher learns about the history or the “back story” of the context 

by paying attention to signs and symbols of the external physical environment 

that align or misalign with the interior culture. Lawrence-Lightfoot (1997) states 

when giving the historical context, the researcher “purposefully blend[s] the 

physical and philosophical, the contemporary and the historical, the demographic 
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and the cultural, the architectural and the evolutionary, into the opening 

description of the context” (p. 53). 

Additionally, in order to provide a narrative for the “back story” of the two 

high school contexts, I asked students and their institutional agents to tell stories 

about any racial, social, and educational changes they witnessed during their 

tenure. Finally, I gathered additional information about the social, political, 

cultural, and educational cycles of the high school based on conversations with 

teachers, staff, and school administrators who were designated by students as 

institutional agents.  

Physical context. Portraiture places emphasis on depicting the physical 

context. Portraiture describes the physical setting by creating images that describe 

the macro and the micro, or general to specific (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 

1997). A broad depiction of the physical setting is created, eventually leading to 

specific details about the setting. During our conversations, I asked student 

participants, “If you had an opportunity to describe your high school to a sketch 

artist, how would you describe it?” I also combed through my field notes to see if 

there were any physical descriptions that students, teachers, administrators, and 

other school staff provided that could be useful for depicting the physical context.  

School level data: Descriptive statistics. Interviews and observations 

helped me to gather information about the intangible social connections within 

each high school context; while school level data helped me compare the tangible 

resources, educational outcomes, and demographic data on faculty and students. I 
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created comparison tables to show differences in school level data, such as 

number and type of advanced placement courses offered, percentages of Black 

and Latino/a students enrolled in advanced placement (AP) versus non-AP 

courses, graduation rates, teacher quality ratings, etc. All school level data was 

presented as basic descriptive statistics (percentages and averages). School level 

data was retrieved from the Texas Education Association (TEA) Academic 

Excellence Indicator System (AEIS), the Public Education Information System 

(PEIMS), and school report card data (data that rated an individual school). AEIS 

and PEIMS provided state, district, school, and individual student level data on 

student demographics and academic performance.  

Student participant demographic information. During informal 

interviews with students, I asked questions that would reveal demographic and 

personal information. I asked students to share the following: 

racial/ethnic/cultural identity, age, parent/guardian education level, present grade 

point average, subject areas of advance placement/honors coursework or subject 

areas of non-AP coursework, post high school plans (college, vocational training, 

workforce), and extracurricular activity involvement. I developed a student profile 

matrix that I will describe later in Chapter 3, as ethnographic network mapping. I 

included student demographic, personal information, and resources received, so 

that clear comparisons could be made between students within the high school, 

and also so that I could make student comparisons among the high schools.  
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Listening for voice. Lawrence-Lightfoot, in her chapters on portraiture, 

establishes the significance of voice in qualitative data collection by encouraging 

the researcher to listen for the actors’ voices rather than listening to their voices. 

The researcher listens for the tone, resonance, cadence, and gestures of the actors 

during informal conversations, and interviews, and even during observations of 

the actors’ dialogue with each other in the natural context or environment. Both 

the actors’ actual speech and their gestures during speech provide the researcher 

with clues for interpreting and forming meaning about the actors’ experience in 

the context (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). Not only are the actors’ voices 

important, but also what is missing in the voices provides information for the 

researcher; silences can tell a story. “Silences speak about points of confusion or 

resistance, or they indicate ambivalence or evasion, or they hide private feelings 

or make a dramatic point” (p. 100). 

The researcher is in unfamiliar territory and “must use the actors in the 

setting as guides, as authorities, as knowledge bearers” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & 

Davis, p. 43). The context provides clues that help the researcher, who has an 

outsider’s view, interpret participants’ actions. The research can develop an 

insider’s view by using the participants’ voices to describe the context and paint a 

portrait of the participants’ social reality (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). In-

depth, open ended interviews and participant observations helped capture the 

participants’ voices and provided me with clues about how the high school 

context shapes the student participants and how the student participants shape the 
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high school context. Listening for the story in the participants’ voices was 

especially important, because as will be revealed in the findings in Chapters 4 

through 7, there were student voices that were silenced.  

In-depth interviews. My interviews with student participants and their 

institutional agents (teachers, school counselors, administrators, community 

leaders, etc.) in each high school were more conversational in nature. In this type 

of research, when studying a specific case or context, the interviews are “guided 

conversations rather than structured queries (Yin, p. 89)”. In-depth, open-ended 

interviews allowed for additional conversation and openness, while at the same 

time fitting a structure by meeting the overall goals of the dissertation and 

research questions (Schensul, Schensul, & LeCompte, 1999). The students and I 

engaged in conversations about their college pathways by identifying college 

resources available to them, relationships and support networks for going to 

college, and specific institutional agents that connected them to college resources. 

More importantly, because one key component of this dissertation was portraying 

different high school contexts, the time and the amount of freedom in discussion 

with participants during in-depth, open-ended interviews provide the detailed 

description I needed to illuminate the story behind the two high school contexts 

(Schensul, Schensul, & LeCompte, 1999).  

Participant observations. Participant observation allows the researcher to 

participate in the lives of the people and the setting, while at the same time 

maintaining distance that allows the researcher to observe and record data 
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(Fetterman, 1989). Participant observation allows the researcher to be immersed 

in the culture of study, and the researcher typically lives or works in the 

community for six months or more in order to observe patterns of behavior over 

time (Fetterman, 1989).  

 Even though I already worked with these high schools through the 

partnership, it took time for me to transition into the added role of researcher. 

Fetterman warns that participant observation, in the early stages of being in the 

field, is uncontrolled and haphazard (Fetterman, 1989). After I spent some 

significant time in the field, I had a better feel for my relationship with the context 

and participants, and my observations became more systematic.  

 As I immersed myself in two different high school contexts, it was 

impossible to observe everything that occurred in the complex school 

environments; thus, I placed limits and boundaries.  I only observed situations 

(classrooms, meetings, school events) that fell within the selected student 

participants’ structures and social networks. I spent approximately five months, in 

each high school, collecting data.  

A typical day at the high school sites involved conducting scheduled in-

depth interviews with student participants and their institutional agents and then 

conducting further observations of classroom settings, faculty meetings, or  

school/community events. 

Ethnographic field notes. Portraiture captures the organic, social reality 

of the context. Because I was observing complex social structures and 
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relationships in the field, it was important that I established a system for 

documenting the unpredictable social environment. In this section, I provide a 

detailed overview of how I documented my ethnographic field notes and coded 

my interview transcripts. Ethnographic field notes allow the researcher to reflect 

and turn witnessed events, persons, and places into words on the paper (Emerson, 

Fritz, & Shaw, 1995). Emerson et al. (1995) describe field notes as inscriptions of 

social life and social discourse that minimize the confusion of the social world to 

“written words that can be reviewed, studied, and thought about time and time 

again” (p.8). Of course, the researcher is selective about what is written in the 

field notes, because the real setting is complex and fluid with simultaneous events 

and conversations, but with ethnographic field notes, “further reduction occurs 

with the representation of a recorded slice of embodied discourse as sequential 

lines of text in a transcript” (Emerson et al., p. 9). Writing field notes was my 

primary data collection technique for capturing participant observations.  

Writing after the event. To avoid making participants feel uncomfortable 

and surveyed in their natural environment, I wrote ethnographic field notes to 

record the participants’ actions, relationships, and voice in the high school 

context. Ethnographic field notes are not written in the immediate context, but 

rather immediately after the observation. Writing the field notes immediately after 

the observation is deemed more important than the length of the observation 

itself. If the researcher waits several days, or even hours without writing field 

notes on the observation, the experience is simplified, summarized, and void of 
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rich detail (Emerson et al., 1995). Field notes that are captured immediately after 

the observation describe the real intensity of the event and “ offer a way of 

releasing the weight of what the researcher just experienced” (p. 40).  

 “Getting it down on paper”. Immediately after observing an event in the 

real context, I went to an off-site location to “get it down” on paper. Thus, my 

initial field notes started off as jottings of words, phrases, gestures, sounds, 

symbols, and spatial drawings that came to mind; and then later these jottings 

were transformed into full field notes that would be coherent to an outside reader 

(Emerson et al., 1995).  

Writing in first-person point of view. In portraiture, the researcher’s 

thoughts are very much a part of framing the context and the actors’ stories. The 

“perch and perspective” of the researcher is visible in the narrative; thus, the 

researcher’s place and stance is clear and present in the portrait (Lawrence-

Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). The researcher’s thoughts provide the reader with 

information about the research’s positionality in regards to the action taking place 

and relationships built in the context. Therefore, it was important that I 

implemented a first-person point of view in my field notes (Emerson et al., 1995). 

 Portraiture acknowledges the self or the presence of the portraitists. The 

portraitist is not entirely objective, but throughout the investigative process the 

researcher shapes the inquiry. In portraiture, the researcher is more present. The 

researcher defines what the focus of investigation will be, but also navigates and 

decides which relationships, actions, and themes will be the focus of the narrative. 
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The researcher implements perspective taking by having a definite voice and 

making insights about what is happening in the examined space (Lawrence-

Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). Hearing the researcher’s voice in portraiture is 

important, because it helps the reader understand the researcher’s stance or “place 

in the inquiry” (p.13). In portraiture, the researcher is reflexive by making clear 

what biases they bring, and how participants respond to their presence. The 

researcher is open and honest about their position and how participants in the 

study will respond to their presence. But even though the researcher admits 

his/her biases in portraiture, the researcher is open for scrutiny and gives the 

reader the space to make their own interpretations (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 

1997). 

As a student mentor and community leader in the school sites, I had 

existing relationships with students and faculty. Therefore, I was accustomed to 

having conversations with the students and faculty about the everyday happenings 

in the school, their communities, and homes. For this reason, I had to convey my 

true positionality and connection to the participants.  

Organizing field notes. It took me a couple of weeks to find a rhythm or 

consistent system to my field note writing. I used two tools, writing asides and 

commentary, in my ethnographic field notes. I used asides to conduct pre-

analysis. According to Emerson et al., asides are brief analytic writings that 

clarify, interpret, or raise any questions about an event or conversation that just 

happened. Thus, by using asides in my field notes, I conducted initial analyses, 



 

93 

 

interpretations, and asked questions that later helped in my data analysis. Writing 

commentary allowed me to make connections to previous events, make theoretical 

connections, and note literature or other research that may connect to the event. 

Commentary is a more detailed reflection of a specific event or issue. 

Commentary provides a shift in attention from what is happening in the event, to a 

reflection about potential connections to other events, tentative interpretations, or 

emotional reactions to what is happening in the field (Emerson et al., 1995).  

Following the social networks. My chosen theoretical framework, social 

capital and social network theory, helped me create a systematic approach for 

collecting data in the field. I explored the themes that organically surfaced in the 

field and what the participants’ voices told me was valued in the pursuit of 

accessing college, but social capital and network theory also helped me to narrow 

my inquiry and sharpen my focus in the two high school contexts.  

 Ethnographers use social network theory to examine differences in the 

way in which group structures vary within and between cultures. Social network 

theory provides ethnographers with a frame for understanding and predicting 

individual knowledge, behavior, and beliefs. Ethnographic network studies permit 

the researcher to examine how the differences in the way organizations are 

structured and the positions people hold in these organizations impact how 

information is distributed and the amount or type of information people receive 

(Trotter II, 1999). Thus, my data collection methods involved examining, in each 

high school context, how the overall school structure and where student 
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participants were positioned in each context—AP versus non-AP courses, family 

educational attainment, involvement in college outreach programs, or peer group 

structures—impacted the college resource information that the selected sample of 

students received. Finally, I explored the comparison of the structures, positioning 

of students, and the filter of college information across the two high schools.  

Ethnographic network mapping. I traced the social capital and networks 

in each high school by using ethnographic network mapping. Ethnographic 

network mapping is a form of data collection that is used to describe social groups 

found in different cultures. It maps the individual and group culture context and 

the classification or typologies that are created by members of the different types 

of network groups. Data for ethnographic network mapping was collected through 

extensive qualitative interviewing in the community of study and the observations 

of people’s behavior (Trotter II, 1999).  

Along with field notes of my observations, I used the data collected from 

the student and institutional agent interview transcripts to develop a matrix for 

mapping the social networks that connect students to college resources in each 

high school. Table 3 provides an example of the matrix. Based on interviews and 

observations, I categorized data for each student participant into the key tenets in 

social capital and network theory.  
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Table 3  

Matrix for Ethnographic Network Mapping 
 Grade Level Race Previous 

school 
GPA Non-AP / 

AP 
Family 
Education 
Level 

College 
Resources 

College 
aspirations 

Student          

Student          

 

 Data Organization. Because my data collection in the field was 

ethnographic in nature, I had to be flexible with the time clock. Therefore, it was 

it is important that my data was organized in a methodical manner, so I could 

quickly respond to the unanticipated happenings in the field. I wrote my field 

notes in a notebook dating all observations. All field notes were stored in a locked 

filing cabinet. My tape recorded in-depth interviews of students and their 

institutional agents were properly dated and stored on a secured, password 

protected computer server.  

Data Analysis Methods: Finding Symbols, Metaphors, Emergent Themes and 

Patterns 

Symbols and metaphors, which come directly from participant voices in 

interviews and conversations, helped paint the portrait and give it meaning. The 

researcher can use these metaphors as symbols that connect to larger issues and 

concepts, and can later be used as a thread throughout the dissertation narrative 

(Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). I used coding and memoing data analysis 
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techniques to find consistent symbols, metaphors, emergent themes, and patterns 

in the participant observations and interviews written in field note form and the 

voice recorded interviews that were converted to typed transcriptions.    

Coding and memoing. According to Emerson et al. (1995), there is an 

analytic process to qualitative coding. First, the ethnographer uses open coding to 

read field notes line-by-line to note consistent themes, issues, or story lines. 

Writing initial memos while coding is a way for the researcher to formulate ideas 

and connections about the data. Initial memos are analytical commentaries or 

notes and can be a means to discuss issues and ideas recognized across the data 

(Emerson et al., 1995). 

The second process of qualitative analysis, focused coding, involves the 

researcher closely combing through the field notes to search for ideas, themes, 

and topics that originally did not emerge in the first examination of the field 

notes. The researcher eliminates codes that no longer fit the overall story, and 

identifies subcodes or makes some connections across themes (Emerson et al., 

1995). With focused coding, the researcher begins to organize and make sense of 

all the codes by mapping out ways to weave the codes into a story (Emerson et al., 

1995).  

In my initial analysis of my field notes and interview transcriptions, I used 

open coding to catch sight of the themes that naturally surfaced from the data. 

Memo writing, throughout my coding, helped me take notes and save any 

thoughts or connections that came to mind throughout the analysis. Then focused 
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coding allowed me to take a deeper look at the story that thread throughout the 

field notes and interview transcriptions. Thus, through all the initial open codes 

that I found, I looked for the codes that were the most salient to truly capturing 

the story. 

Even though the voices of the students told me the initial story through 

open coding of my data, I found additional codes that aligned with my dissertation 

theoretical framework, social capital, and social network theory. I coded data field 

notes and interview transcripts to align with social capital and social network 

theory. I also coded the social capital and networks that I documented through my 

observations, as well as the stories that the participants told me about social 

capital (resources) and networks (relationships) that connected them to college 

resources.  

Conclusion: Facilitating Praxis  

Portraiture, as a methodology is meant to “make waves”, be 

transformative, and destabilize societal norms. Since, portraiture is a deeper 

conversation meant for a broader audience, it serves as an intervention by raising 

social consciousness and promoting social change (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 

1997). By entering the real lives of people, portraiture creates spaces to build 

relationships, foster dialogue, and examine the silences or voices not heard. The 

portraitists have an ethical responsibility to treat their research as “provocative 

work that can disturb the natural rhythms of social reality and encounter” (p. 11). 

According to Lather (1991), for “researchers with emancipatory aspirations, doing 
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empirical work offers a powerful opportunity for praxis to the extent that it 

enables people to change by encouraging self-reflection and a deeper 

understanding of their particular situations” (p. 56). Therefore, this dissertation’s 

purpose was not to simply provide a narrative of students’ college pathways in 

different high school contexts, but to also participate in dialogue with student 

participants about the changes that they could make in their individual lives and 

their school structures to improve their college pathways. 

As a portraitist, I not only wanted this dissertation to serve as a mechanism 

for students to reflect on the structures that impact their college pathways, but I 

also wanted the voices in this dissertation to inform policy. Research on racial and 

socioeconomic integration in schools implies that desegregated school settings 

create positive educational outcomes. By conducting this portraiture of racially 

and socioeconomically segregated versus integrated high school contexts, I hope 

to contribute to the policy debate on the potential educational benefits that arrive 

from conscious efforts to integrate public schools. By not simply focusing on the 

educational outcomes of segregated versus desegregated school settings, but 

instead studying the structures and relationships within the settings, this 

dissertation attempts to demystify the policy implementation end of this debate. 

This dissertation sheds light on the implementation of school integration (in 

comparison to segregated school structures), whether integration creates more 

positive educational structures and networks for students, and if not what policy 
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actions need to take place for racial and socioeconomic integration in schools to 

have a true educational impact. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

PORTRAIT OF BROWN HIGH SCHOOL: RESEGREGATION AMIDST 

INTEGRATION 

 Brown High School (BHS), a racially and socioeconomically diverse 

comprehensive high school, is located in the predominately White, affluent south 

part of the city. This is one of the wealthiest areas in the city, possessing a 

majority of the community influence and power within both BHS and the greater 

metropolitan area. Though BHS is located in the wealthiest area of the city, a 

growing number of its students reside in the historically low-income and of color 

north side of the city. BHS prides itself on maintaining tradition and students 

boast about the generations of family alumni; children of state and national level 

politicians are part of this powerful network. As such, BHS is considered to be an 

academic powerhouse. In 2008, BHS was ranked number three (out of 13 schools) 

in the district for students enrolling in postsecondary education.  For this reason, 

students from all over the district are highly attracted to BHS, as there are few 

other educational options for academically thriving high schools.  

 A history of both dejure and defacto segregation contributes to the 

continued racial and socioeconomic division between the north and south side of 

the metropolitan area in terms of equal access to education, housing, and 

commerce. A major interstate highway in the early 1920s was legally designated 

as the racial dividing line between White residents and persons of color—

specifically Black and Latino. This highway still remains as the symbolic 
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demarcation between the north and south side of the city. Even though low-

income and students of color from the north side have attended BHS since court 

ordered desegregation in the 1970s, some neighborhood parents still hold 

contentions regarding the number of students who transfer from other high 

poverty, high minority schools in the district.  

 Overall, students and faculty speak positively about the opportunity 

networks that lead to postsecondary resources at BHS. Students consider BHS to 

offer a better education than other schools in the district, but as I shall illustrate in 

this chapter, disparities exist within the school, with regards to which students 

gain access to such rich postsecondary opportunity networks. I will demonstrate 

how these disparities typically fall along race, social class, and geographic lines at 

BHS. Students from low-income families, students of color, and students who 

have transferred from less well performing schools in the district are more likely 

to dropout, possess lower academic achievement, and be enrolled in non-AP and 

credit recovery (i.e. dropout prevention) or work programs than participation in 

postsecondary preparation. Students appreciate Brown’s endorsement of diversity, 

but students’ stories unmask a troubling circumstance—the reality is that two 

schools of unequal educational experiences exist in one school building. 

In part one of this chapter, I describe the pathways that students take to get 

to BHS by defining the various student assignment policies that allow the school 

to draw a diverse student population from across the city. In part two, I discuss 

the structures of opportunity including AP course offerings, quality teachers and 
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administration, and other opportunities available that make BHS highly reputable 

in academics. In part three, I explain how these structures of opportunity are 

divided along racial and social class lines, resulting in a “two schools in one” 

problem. Finally, in part four, I demonstrate how the school attempts to solve this 

divide through various programs and structures, yet I argue that none of these 

programs substantially address the issue of unequal opportunity networks.  

Policies that Create a Crossroads for Diversity 

 Brown High is considered to be a crossroads for diversity because of its 

history of accepting student transfers from all areas of the district. Brown’s 

revered academic reputation explains a number of the choice transfers of low-

income students and students of color from attendance zones across the district. 

Approximately a quarter of the student body matriculates at BHS through a school 

choice (not assignment) policy, and this statistic does not even include students 

who access BHS opportunities early on by transferring to a feeder elementary or 

middle school. Low-income students and students of color often transfer to BHS 

with the hopes that matriculation will lead to greater educational opportunities. In 

this section, I will review the numerous school assignment policies that impact the 

make-up of BHS. Then, I will describe how such policies have changed the 

demographic landscape at BHS, making students of color the majority of the 

student body.  

 Tracking transfers. Many student transfers strategically access the 

Brown High opportunity pipeline early by transferring to a BHS-feeder middle 
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school. Students can gain an early start to opportunity by taking advantage of a 

school choice policy called tracking transfer. A tracking transfer offers students 

who have transferred to a feeder middle school and possess at least two unbroken 

years of attendance in the two highest grades offered at the school, the 

opportunity to request a tracking transfer to the high school level, in order to 

remain with their peers. Thus, students transferring from low-achieving schools to 

a BHS-feeder middle school have better opportunities to build their academic 

network because they are matriculating to high school with their peers.  

 A primary method in which students are offered tracking transfers to BHS 

feeder schools is through the “majority-to-minority transfer” policy. A majority-

to-minority transfer is defined as a transfer to a school in which the student’s 

ethnic group represents over 50% of the schools population to a school in which 

the student’s ethnic group constitutes less than 50% of the school’s ethnic 

population. Two racial/ethnic groupings are defined in the majority-to-minority 

policy: 1) Black (and not of Hispanic origin) and Hispanic students, and 2) 

American Indian/Alaskan Native, Asian/Pacific Islander and White (and not of 

Hispanic origin) students. Although Black and Hispanic students are no longer 

able to utilize the majority-to-minority policy to make a direct transfer to BHS 

because it has reached over 50% in student of color enrollment, many students 

will instead utilize the policy to gain access to a BHS feeder middle school that is 

predominately White and affluent.  
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 Magnet schools and pathways. District transfer policies are not the sole 

pathway to Brown High. Students gain early access to rich academic networks 

prior to entering BHS by attending an academically rigorous elementary or 

middle school magnet program. Students in these programs are required to take 

pre-AP courses and are accustomed to a culture of high academic expectations. 

The two magnet middle schools in the school district are not BHS feeder schools 

but students from these schools want to continue to receive postsecondary 

preparation and rigor, thus they opt to attend BHS for its academic reputation.  

 State accountability and school closures. Another mechanism for 

students to transfer to BHS was created by a federal and state accountability 

mandate that closed a high school in a low-income neighborhood, Chavez High 

School, in 2008 due to its five consecutive years of poor academic ratings. Once 

Chavez High School closed it was repurposed into a new school. Students were 

then given the option to remain at the new Chavez High School or, transfer to 

another high school. According to Mr. Matthews, an assistant principal at BHS, 

“we probably have six or seven hundred of the students who should be at Chavez 

Memorial right now, and have chosen to come here instead.”  This high school 

closure created a shift in demographics at Brown High, making students of color 

slightly 50%--and now the majority, of the student body. 

 NCLB choice policy. The final mechanism for transferring to BHS is 

through No Child Left Behind (NCLB) school choice9, which allows students to 

                                                
9 No Child Left Behind, Public School Choice 
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transfer out of a school identified as In Need of Improvement (INI) into a school 

that is not INI. BHS is one of the few schools in the district that is not in 

improvement status, and as a result, many students choose BHS.  

Faculty who question the NCLB choice policy are concerned that it creates a 

situation in which students are not necessarily choosing to be at Brown High in 

particular, but instead transfer because there are limited quality schooling options 

in the district. According to Ms. Winston, a history teacher at BHS, NCLB school 

choice brings students to Brown High who do not “voluntarily” choose to come 

because it is a “great school,” but transfer because their parents “don’t want them 

to be at the other place. So we have a lot of kids that don’t want to be here.”  

An Increasingly Diverse Population 

The student population at BHS has become increasingly diverse as a result 

of student transfers. Tables 4 and 5 demonstrate that the student enrollment at 

Brown has remained fairly constant over the last ten years, but students of color 

are no longer the “minority.” Students of color now represent the majority of the 

student body. Also, since the closing of Chavez High School two years ago, the 

Latino population is now almost equal to the White population. In Table 6 the 

economically disadvantaged population represents 35.3% of the student body, 

which would not designate BHS a high poverty school, but instead as a more 

                                                                                                                                
http://www2.ed.gov/parents/schools/choice/definitions.html 
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racially and socioeconomically diverse school. The at-risk10 population—students 

who are at-risk of dropping out—represents 50.7% of the study body.  

Table 4 
BHS Total Student Enrollment 

Academic Year Student Enrollment 

1998-99 2,219 

2003-04 2,129 

2008-09 2,290 

Percent Rate Change 3.19% 

Note. Source:  Texas Education Agency, Academic Excellence Indicator System, 
2010 

Table 5 
BHS Race/Ethnicity Distribution 
 1998-99 2003-04 2008-09 Percent Rate 

Change 

Afr. Amer. 7.3% 5.7% 8.6% 17.8% 

Hispanic 34.3% 34.9% 44.2% 28.9% 

White 56.3% 57.9% 45.2% -19.7% 

Asian/Pac. Isl. 1.9% 1.2% 1.6% -15.8% 

Native Amer. .2% .3% .4% 100% 

Note. Source:  Texas Education Agency, Academic Excellence Indicator System, 
2010 

                                                
10 The state defines a student “at-risk of dropping out” if they did not advanced from one grade 
level to the next for one or more school years; if they did not maintain a grade average of 70 in 
two or more subjects; if they did not perform satisfactorily on a state assessment; if the student did 
not perform satisfactorily on a readiness assessment in pre-kindergarten through 3rd grade; if the 
student is pregnant or is a parent; if the student has been placed in an alternative education 
program; if they student has been expelled during the school year; if the student is on probation or 
parole; if student has dropped out; if the student is of limited English proficiency; is in the care of 
child protective services; or if the student is homeless.  
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Table 6 
BHS Economically Disadvantaged, Limited English Proficiency (LEP), and At-
Risk Student Enrollment 

 1998-99 2003-04 2008-09 Percent Rate 
Change 

Econ. Disadv. 23.4% 23.2% 35.3% 50.9% 

LEP 3.3% 5% 7.3% 121% 

At-Risk --* -- 50.7% -- 

*--indicates data was not available 
Note. Source:  Texas Education Agency, Academic Excellence Indicator System, 
2010 

An Academic Powerhouse: Rich in Opportunity Networks  

 As I shall illustrate, BHS is a school that is rich in opportunity networks. 

BHS offers a large variety of AP courses that prepare students for college rigor. 

Due to its strong academic reputation and location in the more affluent south side 

of the metropolitan area, BHS attracts a core of high quality teachers with years of 

experience. The strong core of teachers at BHS is led by an equally strong 

administration. Students boast of a principal who cares for them and fosters a 

school environment that makes both teachers and students feel connected. Due to 

its rigorous postsecondary preparation, a majority of students at BHS enroll in 

some form of postsecondary education. Thus, parents from across the district are 

attracted to Brown High’s reputation for success and students arrive with the 

expectation that they will get access to quality postsecondary preparation.  

 Advanced placement courses. Advanced placement courses are the 

gateway to college. Students enrolled in either Pre-Advanced Placement (Pre-AP) 
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or the even more challenging advanced placement (AP) courses to prepare for 

college rigor. Students have a vast variety of 43 Pre-AP and AP offerings to 

choose from at BHS.  For English Language Arts studies, students can take Pre-

AP in 9th and 10th grade along with a World Studies specialization to prepare for 

AP English III and IV. In Language studies Pre-AP and AP courses are offered in 

five different languages—French, Latin, Japanese, Spanish, and even American 

Sign Language. The Math department offers four Pre-AP courses in Geometry, 

Algebra I & II, and Pre-Calculus. AP Math is offered in Calculus AB and BC11, 

and even Statistics. For Science students interested in advanced courses have the 

option of taking Pre-AP or AP Biology and Chemistry, and Physics and 

Environmental Science is only offered as an AP course. The Social Studies 

department provides World History and World Geography as Pre-AP, and all 

other courses—U.S. History, U.S. Government, Macroeconomics, Psychology, 

and Human Geography—are offered as AP. AP course offerings go beyond the 

core subject areas; students can register for AP Art in Drawing, Two 

Dimensional, and Three Dimensional art forms.  

 Experienced, certified teachers. Given that BHS resides in an affluent 

neighborhood and has a history of educating students from middle to high-income 

families, the high school attracts a strong core of teachers. Principal Gonzalez 

recognizes Brown High’s south side location is a privilege because he is able to 

                                                
11 Baccalaureate program 
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recruit better quality teachers than high poverty, high minority schools on the 

north side of the metropolitan area: 

 If you match the staff’s experience to any high school north of [the 
 highway] you’ll discover the experience is all on the south side. So what 
 I’m going to say is that I think Brown High has been able to hand pick a 
 fantastic faculty. 
 
 In 2008-09 (Table 7) the average teacher experience was 11.3 years when 

compared to the school district’s 7.8 years. This same school year 64% of the 

teaching staff had over 6 years of teaching experience. Brown High’s percentage 

of experienced teachers is much higher than high poverty schools in the district 

where 28.7% of the teachers have three or less years of teaching experience.  

Table 7 
BHS Teacher Years of Experience 
Experience 
Level 

1998-99 2003-04 2008-2009 Percent Rate 
Change 

Beginning 9.1% 4.9% 5.1% -44% 

1-5 yrs 25.3% 29%% 30.9% 22.1% 

6-10 yrs 13.5% 22.4% 21.2% 57% 

11-20 yrs 19.2% 19.1% 28.8% 50% 

Over 20 yrs 32.9% 24.6% 14% -104% 

Average yrs 12.9 yrs 12.4 yrs 11.3% -12.4% 

District Avg. 8.9 yrs 8.8 yrs 7.8% -12.4 

Note. Source:  Texas Education Agency, Academic Excellence Indicator System, 
2010 

 Along with years of experience, most teachers at BHS are fully certified—

unlike high poverty, high minority schools in the metropolitan area that have a 

large percentage of teachers who are provisionally certified or not certified in the 
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subject area they teach. The level of teacher quality in a school can be linked to 

student college readiness. A study conducted by the Illinois research council 

found that students at low poverty schools in the state were twice as likely to meet 

state college readiness standards when taught by high quality teachers (Peske & 

Haycock, 2006). For this reason, BHS has the teacher capacity to better prepare 

students for college.   

 Strong administration. In addition to excellent teachers, the school has a 

principal who is described as a strong leader; he is invested in rigorous academics, 

communicates effectively, and cares about all students from across the city. 

Students described Gonzalez as visible, and according to teachers interviewed, the 

principal comes to every sporting event and regularly visits classrooms to gauge 

how students are experiencing their learning. The orchestra teacher reported that 

Principal Gonzalez frequently conducts unexpected visits in order to listen and 

show support. Both faculty and students have experienced a constant change in 

administration over the last three years, and now that Principal Gonzalez is on 

board, they have more respect and trust school administration.  

 High overall college going rates. As an academic powerhouse, BHS has 

all the important ingredients to encourage a critical mass of students to apply and 

enroll in postsecondary education.  Many students at BHS have taken at least one 

of the steps necessary to gain acceptance to a 4-year institution: In 2008 86% of 

the students at BHS took the SAT/ACT, which was the highest SAT/ACT test 

participation in the district. The preparation at the school has resulted in high 
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overall rates of college attendance: In 2009, over 78.4% of BHS students enrolled 

in a four-year college/university and 28% enrolled in 2-year degree granting 

colleges (school brochure).   

The Dark Side of Resegregation: Unequal Access to Opportunity Networks 

within BHS 

 Despite BHS’s championed reputation my continued conversations with 

students and their institutional agents reveal that beneath the surface, not all 

students have access to the benefits of this academic powerhouse. Although 

students and families are drawn to BHS because it produces better overall 

academic outcomes than other low performing schools in the area, once students 

enter BHS opportunities are unequally distributed by race, social class, and 

geography. In this section, I discuss how despite its appreciation for diversity, 

Brown High has structures that create unequal school experiences in which only 

select students have access to postsecondary preparation. I describe how these 

structures, such as course tracking and teacher attitudes toward “at-risk” students, 

perpetuate two Brown Highs of unequal schooling experiences.   

 Both sides of diversity. An aerial view of the cafeteria during lunchtime 

would make a model photo advertising diversity at Brown High. From the 2nd 

floor looking down, the lunchroom is a display of mostly cross-cultural peer 

groups laughing, listening to music together, sharing their weekends, gossiping 

about friends, chatting about teachers, and exchanging study tips for an upcoming 

exam. During my individual interviews with students and in student focus groups, 



 

112 

 

“diverse” was the number one descriptor used for Brown High. According to 

Alex, a junior, the diversity at BHS is an asset: 

I would describe it as diverse, there’s a bunch of different types of people; 
we have people who live around here. A lot of people feed into here 
because Brown High has been open to transfers, so there’s a lot of 
different mix. You can meet some various different people, which can be a 
good and bad thing. I would just describe it as a… it’s usually a good 
environment. It’s a good place to be. 

 
 Students describe Brown High as a “crossroads” for a variety of students 

from around the district to come together and receive exceptional knowledge. It is 

promoted as a place where anyone—no matter race, ethnicity, or social class—

can feel they belong and can receive a quality education. Even though BHS 

provides an ideal picture of diversity from afar, once you leave the picturesque 

cafeteria, there is a counter reality inside the classroom.  

 Course tracking in a diverse high school. Only a select group of low-

income students of color at BHS are able to gain access to the elite academic track 

of Pre-AP and AP courses. All students of color who are concurrently or 

previously enrolled in Pre-AP and AP courses report they are either alone or one 

of only a few students of color enrolled in these college preparatory courses. In 

Table 8, when comparing the percent of students enrolled in advanced courses to 

the overall representation of the student body, it is apparent that Latino students 

and economically disadvantaged students are greatly underrepresented in 

advanced courses. White students represent 39.7% of students in advanced 

courses and 45.2% of the overall student body.  Asian/Pacific Islander represent 

1.6% of the student body, but are overrepresented in advanced courses at 34.4%, 
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and, Latino students, whose overall student body make-up is nearly equivalent to 

White student enrollment at 44.2%, only represent 16.2% of advanced course 

enrollment. Economically disadvantaged students represent 35.3% of the overall 

student body, but only 10% of advanced course participation.  

Table 8 
BHS 2008-09 Enrollment in Advanced Courses/Dual Credit 
 Advanced Course 

enrollment 
Overall student body 
enrollment 

Afr.-Amer. 12.1% 8.6% 

Hispanic 16.2% 44.2% 

White 39.7% 45.2% 

Asian/Pac. Islander 34.4% 1.6% 

Economically Disadv. 10% 35.3% 

LEP 8.6% 7.3% 

 Note. Source:  Texas Education Agency, Academic Excellence Indicator System, 
2010 

 AP courses are rigorous and offer the greatest access to the academic elite 

networks within the school, but a disproportionate percentage of Latino and 

economically disadvantaged students do not have access to the postsecondary 

preparation provided in advanced courses. The tracking of large percentages of 

low-income and students of color into non-advanced/AP is not a phenomenon that 

occurs solely in high school. The tracking structures begin, as I shall illustrate, as 

early as middle school and even elementary school.  

 Tracking in elementary and middle school. For many students who 

transfer to BHS for better academic opportunity networks, their disadvantages 
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begin for them prior to entering high school. One reason is the low academic rigor 

of their prior school, which leaves them dramatically underprepared for the 

intensity of courses at BHS. Faculty express concern that students, who enter 

BHS from specific middle schools in the district, typically are several grade levels 

behind in reading and/or have the lowest achievement scores. Many transfer 

students begin BHS significantly behind their peers, which makes accessing 

rigorous postsecondary preparation even that much more difficult.  

Faculty observe that students from affluent south side BHS feeder schools arrive 

with a set of educational experiences that students from the north side schools 

never have the opportunity to experience. Mr. Weston said:  

 I mean it really is the struggle of this school: How do we help kids who 
 come from very different preparations? And that’s the key, that students at 
 different middle schools or in a different district, they come in with a 
 different skill set.  
 

Teachers are at a loss on how to best offer instruction to students who come from 

all over the district, in order to make-up for the inequalities in previous 

educational opportunities.  

 Faculty attitudes toward “at-risk” students. Students transfer to BHS 

because of the school’s reputation for setting high academic expectations, but in 

reality, many teachers do not set the same level of expectations for all students. 

The low-income and students of color who transfer from the north side and other 

high poverty, high minority schools in the district—labeled by many faculty as 

the “at-risk” kids—are offered a lower set of expectations by some, though not 
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all, faculty members. Faculty and administration for the most part yielded to the 

political power of the affluent south side students and parents, sometimes telling 

neighborhood parents that, “We want our low-income students to be more like 

your kids”. For the most part faculty in BHS are more prepared to teach the 

affluent south side students, who have a host of academic advantages, including 

private tutoring and a family history of college attendance. According to Ms. 

Valadez, the assistant principal, many teachers “were not really focused on 

minority kids,” and the teaching practices are “basically focused on the high-

motivated kids to begin with and the other kids were just left on their own.” Mrs. 

Larenz, the tutoring center director, provides services to a number of low-income 

students of color who transferred from lower performing schools. According to 

Ms. Larenz, some teachers at BHS do not possess the skill set to provide quality 

learning experiences for transfer students who arrived at BHS from lower 

performing schools in the district: 

 I think there’s some teachers who don’t want to teach those children, 
 honestly.  And I don’t know that they even know how to maybe.  I feel 
 like sometimes, I hope this doesn’t sound bad, the very best teachers, 
 namely the teachers who really do know how to communicate well with 
 kids and do know how to form relationships with them, are given the 
 higher classes and the struggling new teachers are given the lower classes.  
 And so, I mean, your best teachers need to be with those kids because 
 they’re the ones who need the most help and will respond the most to 
 them.  But I just feel like it’s slow to happen.  And so, meanwhile you get 
 kids falling through the cracks.  
 
 According to Ms. Valadez, the administration works with teachers to 

improve their teaching methodologies to support all students—no matter what 

side of the city they come from—but many teachers still, “go right back into their 
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classroom and they’re still teaching the way that they taught 15 years ago.  So that 

is where the dilemma is, is just the personality of the teachers that are already set 

in their own way of teaching that is harmful to kids—it is toxic and I can’t stand 

it.”  

 Ms. Larenz’s philosophy is that teachers have to be passionate about 

teaching all learners, and building relationships with students from the north side 

and the south side is the only way to close the academic divide. Ms. Larenz said 

“out of 150 teachers, maybe 50 are on board” with building relationships with 

students from low socioeconomic neighborhoods. She said,  

We have the teachers that only teach to…they only want to teach upper-
classmen and they only want to teach the AP courses.  And they have no 
idea what happens with our economically disadvantaged kids. And that’s 
the sad part because they need to be able to teach to all learners. 

 
 Teachers genuinely seem conflicted over how best to respond to vastly 

different levels of preparation, and struggle with whether tracking is the right 

approach to serving the academic needs of students who transfer from all over the 

district. When compared to students in AP classes who perform at or above grade 

level, teachers find many students in the non-AP courses are missing content that 

should have been mastered in elementary school. According to Ms. Green, a 

Geography teacher and coordinator of the freshmen orientation program: 

 My Pre-AP kids were just excelling, my grade level kids were just behind 
 constantly. Last year I had to almost be teaching two different courses.  I 
 couldn’t just differentiate my instruction; I had to like…here’s an 
 example: I do a pre-quiz the first day of school or the second day of school 
 which is basically a blank map of the continents.  And they have to label 
 the continents, they have to point to Texas, they have to put in the major 
 oceans.  And I’ll have grade level kids that don’t know a single continent 
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 – they can’t label North America.  And you give that same thing to Pre-AP 
 kids; they start labeling individual countries.  You know what I mean; it’s 
 just a huge difference.  Now that’s not me, because it was the first day of 
 school, but it’s this perpetuating…I don’t even know if I believe in 
 differentiating at all, and there are some elementary kids that…there are 
 some elementary schools in this district that start doing that in first grade. 
 
 Teachers are puzzled about differentiating their instruction, although such 

stark differences in student knowledge level and curriculum exposure exist 

because many transfer students came from schools that left them academically 

underprepared. The large knowledge gaps between students transferring from 

north side schools versus students from south side BHS feeder schools not only 

creates challenges for teachers implementing instructional differentiation, but also 

changes Brown High’s plan of action within the state and federal testing 

accountability system. According to Mr. Weston, demographic change led to the 

development of more student intervention classes to prepare for the state 

assessment: 

 So, it’s an interesting mix.  I mean, with the change in data, however hard 
 to quantify that is, there probably has been some change in class and 
 socioeconomic status and schools that students originate from.  And that 
 makes a difference in our instruction.  That is what a lot of those policies 
 were geared toward - like re-testing.  And in the past several years in 
 student state assessment preparation classes for students who are on the 
 border, that’s particularly in Math, but in English for example, we’ll pull 
 students out for a day to really review that kind of…test preparation.  
 
 Faculty finds the responsibility of differentiated supports for such a 

diverse set of academic needs daunting. Ten years prior to significant 

demographic shifts, BHS primarily geared its preparation for one type of 

student—a student living within the affluent BHS neighborhood, who came from 
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a middle or upper middle class family background, and whose parents more than 

likely graduated from college and possibly graduate school. According to Mr. 

Weston, an English teacher, low performing schools only have one type of student 

to prepare for, but Brown High has its own difficult task of preparing to teach a 

diverse set of learning needs, which is “a hard thing to address.” Mr. Weston went 

on to say, 

Let’s say you teach at a low SES school or a predominantly low SES 
school.  Well not even that.  Let’s say you teach at a school where students 
are failing [the state exit exam] across the board.  You know how to gear 
your classes.  You know that they all need help with [the state exit exam] 
and so you focus on that, you target it, you maybe even have school-wide 
interventions for that kind of thing.  If you teach in a school like Brown 
High, it’s all over the place.  I mean there are students who really need 
help with [the state exit exam], and there are students who could’ve aced 
that when they were in sixth grade.  It’s really tough to do all of that. 

 I mean that’s where differentiation comes in.  It’s not always easy, you 
 know.  It involves a lot of after-hours tutoring and it involves sometimes 
 changing the assignment like, ‘You guys have got this, so I want you to 
 work on this enrichment activity while those of you who still need to focus 
 on core task need to do this.’ 
 
 Placing students in two separate academic tracks—those who are 

academically prepared and those who are underprepared—becomes a default 

solution to the very complex set of academic needs of which Brown High must 

contend. 

 The “two schools” phenomena. Disparate structures, such as tracking 

low-income students and students of color to less rigorous academic courses, and 

having large percentages of low-income students of color transferring from 

schools that left them academically unprepared, creates a situation faculty coin as 

“two schools in one building.” Low-income and students of color can filter into 
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the following two schools upon arriving at BHS High: a) a set of opportunity 

networks that leads to advanced courses and rigorous preparation for 

postsecondary education, or b) dormant, isolating networks that result in remedial 

courses, state assessment preparation, limited exposure to planning for the future 

possibilities after high school graduation, and even dropping out of high school 

entirely. As both descriptive data and students’ stories demonstrate a limited 

percentage of low-income students of color gain access to school A, and most 

low-income students of color attend school B at Brown High.  

 Ms. Larenz, the tutoring center director, worked mostly with low-income 

students of color who were transfers from north side schools. In her opinion, even 

though middle and upper middle class students who generally come from a 

college educated family, already have the capital necessary to access college 

preparation information, these middle class students still end up capturing most of 

the teachers’ attention and the college outreach center’s resources. Thus, low-

income students of color, who may come from families that do not even have a 

high school degree, cannot compete with the amount of power and knowledge 

middle class families possess. Ms. Larenz describes the “two schools” phenomena 

where low-income students of color struggle to compete with affluent students for 

educational resources at Brown High: 

Okay.  Do you understand that Brown High is very much like two schools 
in that you have upper middle class or wealthy, and then you have the kids 
from the north side?  I guess because I work primarily with those kids, 
that’s how I can speak to this.  And I’m going to be real honest with you, 
if it gets me into trouble – I don’t care.  I think real often the teachers and 
counselors don’t work with those kids because…the counselors at the 
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college and career center do great jobs for the kids who want to go to 
college, but I don’t know that these other kids are getting the same kind of 
attention.  And again, I mean they’re not getting it from home.  I mean 
sometimes the parents want them to graduate from high school because 
they’d be the first kid to graduate from high school in the family.  But they 
don’t know how to help them do that.  They just assume the school’s 
going to take care of that.  And sometimes it’s just difficult to have that 
happen.  I wish the community would be more involved. Again, I think it’s 
easy to be involved with the kid who’s getting ready to go to Notre Dame 
or MIT, because that kind of leaves a feather in your cap.  But they’re not 
as inclined to get involved to get in and help kids who are struggling in 
Math or struggling in English.  So I feel like there’s a lot lacking for that 
particular population. 

 
 The BHS student of color dropout problem. However at BHS there is 

an invisible “third school” that could be considered a dropout factory (see Table 

9). Students in this “third school” have dropped out, not making it through the 

pipeline at BHS. A considerable number of low-income and students of color 

transfers enter BHS with a lower set of educational opportunities because their 

previous schooling experiences offered limited educational resources and 

academic preparation.  Many of these student transfers struggle in the more 

rigorous academic climate at BHS, and as a result dropout. 
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Table 9 
BHS Graduation Completion Rate Grade 9-12 [Percent of Seniors Graduating in 
4 years] 
 2008-09 Graduation Rate 2008-09 Student enrollment 

Afr.-Amer. 76.5% 8.6% 

Hispanic 78.8% 44.2% 

White 95.2% 45.2% 

Asian/Pac. Isl. 100% 1.6% 

Econ. Disadv. 71.8% 35.3% 

LEP 57.1% 7.3% 

Note. Source:  Texas Education Agency, Academic Excellence Indicator System, 
2010 

 Table 9 displays the percentage of students who graduate high school 

within four-years at BHS. African-American and Hispanic students have the 

lowest four-year completion rate. Approximately 76.5% of African-American 

students complete in four-years, and 78.8% of Hispanic students complete in four-

years. Furthermore, economically disadvantaged students and LEP students have 

the lowest four-year completion rate at 71.8% and 57.1% respectively; whereas, 

nearly all White students (95.2%) and a 100% of Asian students complete high 

school in four years. Moreover, a significant percentage of Latino students (21%), 

are not completing high school within four years. This is cause for concern 

considering that Latino students represent close to half of the student body. 

Similarly, 28% of economically disadvantaged students are not completing within 

four years, yet they represent one-third of the student population. The Latino and 

economically disadvantaged student high school completion rate is alarming—a 
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disproportion percent of these students are completely disconnected from any 

opportunity networks at BHS. It is important to note, however, that Latino and 

economically disadvantaged students at BHS fare better in terms of graduation 

rates than do students attending high poverty, high minority high schools in the 

district. For example in 2008-09 at Chavez High School, a high poverty, high 

minority and academically struggling high school in the north side of the district, 

only 47.9% of Latino students and 49% of economically disadvantaged students 

graduate in four years. 

Efforts to Address Systemic Inequalities 

 BHS implements a number of programs that support academically 

struggling students, but also connects low-income students to postsecondary 

preparatory resources. In this section, I review the resources that BHS offers, such 

as dual credit courses, AVID, and community seminars; in order to provide 

additional supports and postsecondary preparation resources for low-income 

students. These various programmatic supports are envisioned as a means to 

address the substantial educational resource and achievement inequalities that 

lead to “two schools” and significantly disparate academic experiences for 

students at BHS.  

 Addressing the two schools phenomenon. BHS faculty is aware of the 

“two schools” phenomena. In a letter inviting the school community to participate 

in the Brown High school redesign planning meetings, the principal posed one of 

the following questions to the community, “How can we reduce and eliminate the 
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‘two school’ dynamics and reduce the achievement gap among different student 

groups?”  

 The Brown High school redesign plan includes addressing disparities 

between transfer students from low performing schools and students from affluent 

families. Mr. Matthews, the assistant principal said,  

Goals for Brown High, I really want us to work toward improving the 
educational opportunities of those low SES kids and building our ESL 
programs, and looking at adding more sheltered classes for some of those 
kids that were struggling learners. I want to see us close that divide 
between north and south [city] students. I want it to continue to be a good 
place for kids to be. 
 

 AVID. AVID, or Advancement Via Individual Determination, is a 

program that promotes college readiness and preparedness. The program’s overall 

formula is to raise student expectations and to increase the number of students 

enrolling in four-year colleges (http://www.avid.org/about.html). AVID is a 

national program model for low-income students who participate during the 

middle school and high school years. The program includes an elective class 

during the school day; paid tutorial sessions, mentorship opportunities, the 

requirement to enroll in some advanced placement course, and field trips to a 

number of universities throughout the year. Ten years ago the superintendent 

adopted the AVID model at select campuses to promote postsecondary 

opportunities for low-income students and BHS was included in 2003.The grant 

money funding for AVID ran out a long time ago, but the district believes in the 

success of the comprehensive program and continues to fund college tutors and 

teachers to instruct the elective AVID class.  
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   The AVID program, as Mrs. Charles describes, is one opportunity at 

BHS in which low-income students have their own space to develop a voice, be 

heard, and build self-confidence: 

 To me, what if it was someone from low socioeconomic status? That 
 doesn’t mean that they don’t want the same things as other kids. In fact 
 I’ve noticed in my experience this could be totally wrong, I could 
 probably get in a lot of trouble for saying this. But I’ve noticed that a lot 
 of the kids that come from wealth or they come from privileged, expect 
 everything to be given to them, expect to do well, because that’s where 
 they came from. But they’re not necessarily willing all of the time to put 
 in the work that it takes to get there. I appreciate people that are willing to 
 do the work. And I’m willing to help them if they are. So, with AVID for 
 example, those kids work their tails off. 
 
  AVID also offers low-income students a space of their own to discuss 

their academic needs because “a lot of time the kids in poverty tend to be the 

silent ones in the room,” and that often times the students in poverty, “go year to 

year and the teacher really doesn’t know their name all year.” Low-income 

students are able to establish relationships with their teachers and build the 

confidence needed to pursue postsecondary education goals. In student focus 

groups, AVID—along with sports, extra-curricular activities, and performing 

arts—was one of the top four programs identified as making students feel 

comfortable and connected to the school. A space for low-income students to 

connect with teachers and have one on one conversations about their academic 

needs was especially important at BHS, because low-income students were 

competing for the same resources that students from the surrounding highly 

educated, affluent neighborhoods receive.  



 

125 

 

 AVID is designed for the student in the academic “middle”, who is able to 

excel with extra support. Many students in Mrs. Charles’s AVID class have been 

through personal and academic obstacles, but set higher expectations for 

themselves partly due to the relationship that she is able to build with them in 

AVID class. Ms. Charles said,  

I know students in that room and the students that were previously in 
AVID that were removed for grades and attendance or discipline, or 
whatever is still in the school, so they may have named me also. I feel like 
they for sure know I expect them to go to college and my job is to help 
them get there. 
 

 Dual credit courses. Dual credit courses are meant to increase the 

participation of low-income students of color in postsecondary education. The 

local community college system partners with the school district to offer high 

school students college credit courses for free. A few community college courses 

are offered on-sight at Brown High, but most students venture to several of the 

community college campuses in the city to take core courses that are typically 

required at a four-year college. Dual credit is a lucrative resource for low-income 

students of color and their families. Parents see dual credit courses as saved 

income, because the courses are free. The college and career center uses dual 

credit as an incentive to get low-income, students of color into the college 

pipeline, as well as to get their parents on board with the idea that sending their 

child to college is an affordable possibility.  

 The college and career center received some push back from a few 

advanced placement teachers over the dual credit program. These teachers argued 
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that the dual credit opportunity often discourages students from enrolling in AP 

courses as a route to receive college credit. Due to criticism from a select group of 

AP teachers, the college and career center initially experienced difficulties 

offering dual credit courses on campus at BHS. The on-campus option is so 

important, because many low-income student of color do not have access to the 

transportation necessary to get to the different college campuses and the city bus 

system schedule is not convenient.  

  For most low-income, students of color, dual credit is the only route to 

receive college credit in high school, because most low-income, students of color 

do not score high enough on the AP exam to receive college credit. Ms. Stevens, 

the college and career center counselor, admitted that a small percentage of AVID 

students, who are required to enroll in AP courses, actually receive high enough 

scores on the AP exam to obtain college credit: 

 The ones that are typically in AVID, which, they’re kind of geared to go 
 into that program. But they’re not doing well on the AP exams. In [State], 
 we only have a 45-55%... I’d say failing rate. The College Board probably 
 wouldn’t like me calling it that, but getting a 1 or a 2 on an AP test. 44 to
 55% of students in [State] get a 1 or a 2. To get college credit, typically 
 you need a 4 or a 5. So even if they’re getting a 2, they’re not getting 
 college credit. And for a low-income student, that’s not money in their 
 pocket. They can’t justify [it]. With dual credit, they’re going to get the 
 credit. It’s not good, but even if they get a D they could get college credit. 
 A C or better would be, sometimes for those students, a little more 
 manageable than a 4 or 5 on the AP, which would be very rare.  
 
 The Tutoring Center. Low-income students of color who are 

academically unprepared when they transfer to BHS consider the tutoring center 

to be a welcoming place to receive one-on-one academic assistance. At anytime 
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of the day, the tutoring center services ten to over 20 students at a time. Student 

patrons of the tutoring center admire Ms. Larenz, the tutoring center director, 

because she is committed to helping low-income students of color who are often 

overlooked by teachers in their classes. Ms. Larenz, who has over 30 years of 

teaching experience, crafted the tutoring center program, when she taught at a 

high school in a neighboring school district, in order to better transition 

freshmen—who according to data, dropout of school at alarming rates—to high 

school. Principal Gonzales, who admired her work, recruited Ms. Larenz to create 

the tutoring center at BHS. Once the student demand for tutoring increased, 

Principal Gonzales provided support for additional teacher assistance at the 

tutoring center and expanded the program to offer additional tutoring hours before 

and after school. According to Mr. Weston, a senior English teacher and AVID 

coordinator: 

Chris [the principal] funded a tutoring center and the critical component of 
that, the late bus is to stay so that…because when I started, one of our 
biggest complaints was that you can’t get the kids from the north side of 
town into tutoring because they’ve got to catch the bus.  That’s true of 
kids from Walnut Hill sometimes, but there are kids who needed tutoring 
who couldn’t make it because there’s no transportation for them.  

 
 Principal Gonzales worked to create additional bus routes for the early 

morning and later evening hours so that the students from the north side are able 

to attend tutoring sessions. The tutoring center is not only considered to be a 

vehicle to assist transfer students in reaching their academic potential, but also as 

a place to make transfer students feel better connected to BHS. 
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 Advisory/community seminar. Another program that has been identified 

to better prepare students for college and careers at BHS is the “community 

seminar,”—also known across the district as “advisory”. Community seminar is 

similar to an extended homeroom, a once a week class in which students meet 

with their designated seminar teacher. Community seminar creates a smaller 

community for students, making it easier to build relationships by having one 

teacher and an intimate group of peers to exchange ideas, information, and 

resources. Students are randomly assigned to their community seminar class, 

enabling students to create bridges, expand their networks, and connect with other 

students from other peer groups. The faculty at BHS envision community seminar 

as a means to help low-income students of color transfers form more solid 

connections to their school community and teachers. Also, community seminar is 

viewed as a way to make teachers more aware of the needs of low-income, 

students of color, because these students are often invisible.  

 Community seminar teachers monitor their advisees’ academic progress 

by periodically checking their grades and attendance, but more importantly, 

community seminar is visualized as a space in which postsecondary information 

and planning is offered to all students. Ms. Stevens, a college and career center 

counselor works closely with the community seminar teachers to disseminate 

college information. For Ms. Stevens, the community seminar program is a step in 

the right direction toward increasing postsecondary access for all students because 

the effort is a “shared responsibility.” Ms. Stevens said: 
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 The idea is that, it’s one person on campus that has 15 to18 students that 
 they at least have to monitor to make sure that they at least have this post-
 secondary plan, as opposed to a teacher who has 120 kids throughout the 
 day. We’re not expecting you to follow every single one of those. We just 
 want you to make sure they get through your class. But, if you’re only 
 responsible for 18 or less kids, from 10th grade through 12th grade, making 
 sure that they’re on track, they’re doing all their milestones and 
 completing the tasks for each grade level, and then kind of mediating and 
 conversing with them about their plans, that’s not unmanageable. And so 
 that was that whole shared responsibility. If everyone had that one piece, it 
 wouldn’t be hard. I mean, yes, it’s going to be hard at first, but eventually, 
 I think that the idea is that the load gets smaller for everybody, because 
 you’re only really responsible for post-secondary planning with that small 
 group of students. 
 
 Both students and faculty envision the potential that the community 

seminar possesses, but both parties disclose that the program has not reached the 

capacity in which it can greatly impact student postsecondary pathways.  

 The role of counselors. There are mixed responses on the level of impact 

that the academic counselors have on enhancing postsecondary access 

opportunities. BHS has a high student to counselor ratio, approximately 480 to 1 

compared with the model ratio of 250 to 1, making it difficult for counselors to 

build meaningful relationships with students and provide quality assistance with 

academic planning and postsecondary preparation.  BHS relies more heavily on 

teachers to provide postsecondary information, because the counselors are too 

overburdened to provide information to all students. Due to the limited capacity to 

provide postsecondary information, students for the most part view academic 

counselors as a limited element in their postsecondary pathways. Students 

describe their relationship with the counselor as “I just go to my counselor to 

change my schedule” or “I just see my counselor to pick out my classes for next 
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year.” As Ms. Stevens, a college and career counselor describes providing 

postsecondary information is now a shared responsibility among faculty because 

the student to counselor ratio is too high: 

When you look at counseling ratios here at Brown High, you’re looking at 
close to 480:1. And the ASCA model says 250:1. And so the idea is that 
you’re not going to reach every student. I mean, there are students that we 
see as seniors that we’ve never seen before. And we’ve just got them in 
here to channel, get them in, do the application, do the exit survey, and 
that’s all we see of them. We’re not in class with them; we can’t pull them 
out of class every day. Once or twice a year, three times a year is probably 
fine, but that’s not enough. So the idea is to have that. Everyone has a 
piece of the puzzle. Different departments are working on one aspect of 
postsecondary, maybe math or the FAFSA, all the guidance and 
counseling and the college and career counselors kind of are the 
puppeteers, and we’re the people running the show, and we’re the experts, 
but we can’t sit down and meet with every single student on a regular 
basis. It’s just not feasible with the numbers. And so, when we think of 
stakeholders, we need to expand it to everybody. 

 
Therefore, for a low-income, student of color transferring from a low resource, 

high poverty, high minority north side school, it can be challenging to compete 

for access to postsecondary information in a school structure in which counselor 

capacity is extremely limited.  

 Teachers as counselors. Due to the limited availability of counselors, 

teachers are a critical access point for connecting low-income students of color to 

postsecondary opportunities. When teachers form close bonds with low-income, 

students of color, they can have a transformative impact on their postsecondary 

trajectories. Mr. Matthews, the AVID coordinator, found teachers to be the “most 

important at any high school” because teachers “deal with the students on a 

personal level.” Mr. Matthews has witnessed many cohorts of AVID students 
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receive numerous scholarship offers and matriculate to prestigious colleges 

because of the relationships that AVID teachers developed with their mentees. 

Thus, for Mr. Matthews “the most important stakeholder is going to be the 

teachers because they have day-to-day contact with the students.” 

 College and career center. The school district created the college and 

career center programs with the intention to increase postsecondary access for 

low-income students, but at Brown High only a select group of high achieving 

and involved low-income, students of color access the center’s resources. For the 

most part, low-income students of color are competing with their affluent peers 

for the college and the career center’s resources and time. The counselors at the 

college and career center recognize that students and parents from the affluent 

neighborhood occupy the majority of the center’s services. According to Ms. 

Stevens, the college and career center is building capacity to better serve low-

income students and their parents: 

 This was the main point of bringing in more than one college and career 
 center counselor. Because this high school has so many kids that go to 
 four-year colleges, and out-of-state, that’s about 25% of our population 
 here [that] is really high-demand, competitive, and they and their parents 
 utilize us all the time. That leaves very little time for students who 
 probably need more help just kind of navigating where they want to go for 
 college or career. And so we’ve tried to focus more on… like, we have a 
 career series now, where we have people come in from the community, 
 parents, talk about how they got to where they are, their careers. It just 
 started this semester, so we’re just seeing how it works. And we’ve really 
 been utilizing the AVID classes, to try to channel that way. But again, to 
 me it’s such a small population. It’s a good population to work with but 
 it’s so narrow in scope. There are so many kids that could benefit. That’s 
 one avenue. 
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 According to Principal Gonzalez, the school district designed the college 

and career center—housed at each high school campus in the district—for “the 

kid that’s in poverty so they can grab this kid.” The school district requires all 

students to complete the state online common postsecondary application. The 

college and career center works to ensure that every student completes the 

common application that consists of all public postsecondary institutions in the 

state, including community colleges. When students complete the common 

application, they are able to select which universities from which they want to 

receive their electronic application, but all students are required to at least send 

their application to the local community college. Principal Gonzalez said this 

requirement is,  

Just a simple initiative about that. Just get the kid to fill it out. Because I 
think that if a kid fills it out and all of a sudden gets a letter from the 
community college saying yeah come join us, they’re like ‘oh someone 
actually wants me.’ I think sometimes a little trigger like that will make all 
the difference. 
 

 Located on the third floor, the college and career center is a room large 

enough for ten students. The walls of the center are covered from ceiling to floor 

with motivational posters about attending college and paraphernalia from colleges 

all over the U.S. In each corner of the room, there are shelves of financial aid, 

college search, and entrance exam handbooks. Computers are set up along one 

wall for students to access the district college information database that is filled 

with information about scholarships, admissions, etc. Students come to the 

college and career center to either independently look up information about 
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colleges or work one-on-one with the counselors to receive assistance in 

completing college applications, scholarship applications, and the Free 

Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). The college and career center also 

works with the community seminar and AVID teachers to disseminate college 

information to students.  

 Piecemeal support. Though programmatic efforts are made to bolster 

low-income, student of color access to postsecondary opportunities, these efforts 

are piecemeal at best. Furthermore, affluent students and their parents primarily 

occupy the college and career center services, originally created by the district to 

help support low-income students. Without comprehensive, targeted school wide 

efforts to increase postsecondary access for low-income students of color, these 

students still have to scramble to compete with their affluent peers for access to 

postsecondary resources.  

 As Assistant Principal Matthews admits, BHS does well with students 

who are in advance courses, but the school has a long way to go before it can say 

it truly serves low-income students of color: 

 And that’s what’s been tough here, because that population has grown so 
 much so quickly. I think our school does a good job with the other end of 
 the spectrum, with students in AP courses and things like that, and I think 
 we’re just now starting to build some programs and look more closely at 
 the lower income. We hired a couple of teachers just this past year to help 
 with our ESL population, because there’s a lot of overlap between your 
 non-English speakers and your low income. A lot of those are the same 
 group. And we’re kind of building that program, and we’re trying to look 
 at what we want to do next year. This year we offered some sheltered 
 instruction, tutoring and things to help guide them along. But I’m not sure 
 we’re anywhere near where we need to be with the low SES kids. It’s a 
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 group that we’re still working on. Especially when your population, your 
 demographics change that quickly.  
 

Conclusion: Unequally Distributed Postsecondary Access Networks 

 Aesthetically BHS is racially and socioeconomically diverse and 

integrated. Students of different shades and socioeconomic circumstances from all 

over the district arrive with the hope of obtaining a piece of Brown High’s 

espoused academic success and postsecondary preparation resources. Conversely, 

within the integration structures, the creation of opportunity network hierarchies 

lead students in polar academic directions. Placing low-income students of color 

in the same school building as students from affluent backgrounds does not 

protect them from experiencing inequalities in academic resources and 

opportunities. A number of structures limit access for students who transfer from 

lower performing schools in the district: 1) previous schooling experiences of 

transfer students provided limited academic enrichment and opportunities; 2) 

these students were tracked into lower academic settings as early as elementary 

and middle school, 3) some faculty, but not all, have negative perceptions and 

expectations of students who transfer from low performing schools, 4) faculty are 

conflicted over whether or not a course tracking mechanism—though it promotes 

resegregation—is the best way to address the diverse set of learning needs of a 

large percentage of students who transfer to BHS academically underprepared, 

and 5) there exists a patchwork of piecemeal supports—supports that are 

uncoordinated, fragmented, and not strong. This complex set of circumstances 
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creates a situation in which separate and unequal educational experiences exist in 

one school building causing the “two schools” phenomenon.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

BROWN HIGH SCHOOL: PORTRAITS OF STUDENT OPPORTUNITY 

NETWORKS 

 The methods in which low-income and students of color transfer to Brown 

High vary, but all students see BHS as a place to increase their opportunity 

networks. Once students gain access to BHS, the perceived school of opportunity, 

school structures sort them into opportunity hierarchies. Some student transfers 

are initiated into the high achieving network, others are detoured to lower 

academic networks, and then there are students who are completely disconnected 

from networks and end up dropping out. In this chapter, I describe how unequal 

networks of opportunity are manifested in Brown High, an integrated school with 

vast academic resources.  

 In this chapter, I categorized students based on their relationships to the 

opportunity structures by dividing students into four broad categories based first 

on the level of postsecondary preparation they received—i.e. AP course 

enrollment, SAT preparation, institutional agents, etc.—and then secondly on 

whether or not the students had specific postsecondary aspirations. I therefore 

classified students into the following four opportunity network categories: 1) 

master navigators were students enrolled in at least one AP course and possessed 

a host of resources to achieve their postsecondary aspirations 2) misdirected 

navigators were students with specific postsecondary aspirations enrolled in 

lower level courses, but with limited resources available to achieve their 
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postsecondary aspirations; 3) the disconnected and directionless were students 

enrolled in lower level courses who possessed no specific postsecondary 

aspirations; and 4) students on the margins were dropouts or students on the verge 

of leaving school. I did not interview students in this latter group; however, I felt 

that they were important to include because they were totally divorced from 

opportunity networks at BHS.  

 In this chapter, my goal is two-fold: 1) I illustrate how individual students 

interact with structures and how these interactions influenced students’ 

postsecondary pathways. Examples of structures that determined student 

relationships, level of connectedness, and ultimately their network memberships 

include: the level of academic preparation students received prior to entering 

BHS, the level/rigor of their courses, parents’ knowledge of how to assist students 

in obtaining postsecondary resources, and chances in which students were 

connected to an institutional agent. I demonstrate that without systematic school 

supports in place for connection to postsecondary information, only one student 

network group, the master navigators, had structural advantages that connected 

them to postsecondary resources. In the other three network groups, students were 

not as privileged in their opportunities to make valuable connections to 

postsecondary resources. 

  The level of connectedness in the student network was based on the 

number of relationships and resources students had to draw upon, which 

determined the ease in which the student navigated their postsecondary pathway. 
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Therefore, the more connections in the student network, the more opportunities 

the students had to achieve their postsecondary aspirations. In this chapter, I 

provide a matrix for each student network category in order to demonstrate how 

students were grouped based on similarities in the methods in which they 

interacted with structures and connected to resources.  

 Master navigators relied upon and were connected to a vast number of 

resources. Master navigators possessed additional supports that helped them 

access an academically rigorous network. I elucidate how these plentiful 

connections were not methodical. Students in the master navigators group came 

from a variety of background circumstances, such as family educational levels, 

but one commonality is they were fortunate to be positioned within structures that 

offered significant advantages in educational opportunities. For example, 

attending an academically rigorous elementary and middle school helped them 

gain a head start in their connection to postsecondary resources. Also, once master 

navigators arrived in BHS, they were encouraged to remain in rigorous college 

preparatory courses like AP.  

 The misdirected navigators had specific postsecondary aspirations, but 

these students had little knowledge of what it would take to accomplish their 

goals. They had relatively fewer resources in their home, did not benefit from an 

overall strong academic preparation prior to coming to BHS, and then connected 

to fewer institutional resources over time. Thus, their constellation of resources 

was weaker which explained, in part, their lack of academic success at BHS. I 
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reveal how without systematic school support, the misdirected navigators were 

left to their own devices to try to meet their postsecondary aspirations. 

Furthermore, the lack of school supports in combination with disadvantages in 

personal characteristics, such as a lower family educational level, exacerbated the 

level of misdirection they experienced while trying to navigate their 

postsecondary aspirations.  

 Students who were disconnected and directionless were essentially in 

limbo. Students in this network group were the most disadvantaged in both 

personal characteristics and previous opportunities to learn. They faithfully 

attended high school every day, but were disengaged from the learning taking 

place because the high school did not offer them any systematic supports to 

become connected. Moreover, students who were disconnected and directionless 

were enrolled in low-level courses in which they found little purpose in the 

curriculum. As a result of their disconnection from school, these students did not 

have specific postsecondary aspirations and did not understand how high school 

could prepare them for their life interests.   

 Finally, I show how students on the margin had the least level of 

connections and resources in their network, because as dropouts they literally had 

no network with which to rely. Any programs that helped these students become 

reconnected to school simply re-established them at the academic bottom. 
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Network 1: Master Navigators  

 Among the 20 BHS students I interviewed, 11 were classified as master 

navigators. Three students identified as White and 8 were students of color. 

Interestingly, students were members of families who possessed varied levels of 

educational attainment; some of their parents did not complete middle school, 

while the mother of one student was pursuing her Ph.D. A commonality that 

designated students in this network as master navigators was that they were 

positioned in structures that connected them to a vast number of resources and 

placed them ahead of their peers in meeting their postsecondary aspirations.  

Master navigators maintained the grades and study habits necessary to achieve 

their postsecondary aspirations. Seven of the master navigators maintained grade 

point averages between 3.5 and 4.1, and the remaining students were strategic in 

ensuring their GPA did not fall below 3.0. All students had specific postsecondary 

aspirations. Seven of the master navigators already had identified their top four-

year colleges and one student was planning on pursuing her masters.  

 In this section, I demonstrate how students were placed in similar 

structures—such as early quality education, advanced course placement, and 

postsecondary information in high school —that offered better opportunities to 

connect to postsecondary preparatory resources. Thus, master navigators had a set 

road map to obtaining their postsecondary aspirations. Table 10 provides a 

detailed profile matrix of the master navigators. The similar structures that 
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students used to successfully navigate their postsecondary pathways are identified 

in the profile matrix and will be outlined in detailed in this section.  
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Table 10 
Master Navigators Student Profiles 

Name Classification  Race/Ethnicity Previous 
school 

GPA Non-AP or 
AP 

Family 
Education 

Level 

College 
Resources 

Postsecondary 
aspirations 

Serena Junior African-
American 

Moved to 
BHS 
neighborhood 
from 
suburban 
district. 
Attended 
BHS feeder 
middle 
school 

3.7 GPA Enrolled in 
all AP except 
for Physics 

All family 
members 
finished 
HS; Serena 
will be 1st 
in family to 
go to 
college 

AVID, 
college & 
career 
center; 
counselor 
helps with  
dual credit 
courses 

Going to 
college; has 
not decided 
where; 
promised 
herself she 
would apply to 
one Ivy 
League 

Lindsey Junior White; typical 
two parent 
household; 
middle class 
family 

BHS feeder 
middle 
school; lives 
in BHS 
neighborhood 

4.05 
GPA 

Enrolled in 
all AP 
courses 

Both 
parents 
have a 
college 
degree 

Counselor 
gives info 
about dual 
credit; 
church 
provides 
info; 
college and 
career 
center 

Attend four-
year private 
college; minor 
in music; does 
not know what 
she wants to 
major in yet  

Sam Senior White; lived in 
France for a 
while 

Went to 
middle 
school in 
France 

3.2 GPA Enrolled in a 
combination 
of AP and 
non-AP 
courses 

Dad's 
family was 
blue collar 
& poor; 
Dad was 
1st in 
family to 
go to 
college 

SAT prep 
course 

Four-year state 
university to 
study 
journalism 

Julianna Senior Born in Mexico; 
came to U.S.A. 
in 2nd grade; 
Spanish 1st 
language; 
considers herself 
Mexican 

Transferred 
from 
academic 
magnet high 
school 

Top 15th 
percentile 

Enrolled in 
all AP 
courses 

Will be 1st 
in family to 
go to 
college.  

SAT prep 
course, 
dual credit 
courses, 
AVID, 
university 
sponsored 
outreach 
program 

Attend four-
year private 
university 

Nadia Junior Half Hispanic 
and Half 
Chinese 

BHS feeder 
middle 
school; lives 
in BHS 
neighborhood 

3.8 GPA Enrolled in 
AP English; 
rest of classes 
are non-AP 

Sister is 
graduating 
college; 
both 
parents 
have 
college 
degree 

Dual credit 
course, 
SAT prep 
course 

Plans to get a 
BA & MA 
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Table 10 (continued) 

Name Classification  Race/Ethnicity Previous 
school 

GPA Non-AP or 
AP 

Family 
Education 

Level 

College 
Resources 

Postsecondary 
aspirations 

Alex Junior White; 
multicultural 
family and 
friends 

Academic 
magnet 
middle 
school 

3.5 GPA Mostly AP 
courses; 
grade ahead 
in Math & 
English 

Grandpa is 
retired 
professor; 
both parents 
have some 
college 
education 

Learned 
about 
college 
marine 
biology 
programs at 
marine 
biology 
camp 

Study marine 
biology at four-
year flagship 
university 

Gabriela Sophomore Mom born in 
Mexico; Dad 
born in Spain; 
Identifies as 
Hispanic 

Transfer 
from high 
poverty, 
high 
minority 
north side 
middle 
school 

Mostly 
B's 

Mostly Pre-
AP & AP 
courses 

Dad= college 
degree; 
Mom=6th 
grade                    

  Marines 

Jackie Senior Vietnamese Transfer 
from high 
school in  
district on 
the north 
side of 
metro 
area 

3.4 GPA Enrolled in 
AP English 

Dad= 8th 
grade; 
Mom= 3rd 
grade,  

Summer 
internship 
program 

Four-year state 
university; 
Major in 
marketing and 
minor in 
graphic design 

Robert Senior Born in 
Guatemala; 
Immigrated to 
U.SA. in 3rd 
grade & didn’t 
know English 

BHS 
feeder 
middle 
school; 
lives in 
BHS 
neighborh
ood 

3.1 GPA Enrolled in 
all AP 
courses 

Mom is 
finishing her 
PhD in Plant 
Ecology 

Break-
through 
(college 
outreach 
program) 

Was accepted 
to 2 four-year 
private 
colleges, 
received 
scholarships 

Caroline Junior Family grew up 
in Mexico 

Transferr
ed from a 
charter 
school 

Mostly 
A's & 
B's  

AP French; 
AP 
Psychology
, the rest 
are non-AP 

Parents did 
not graduate 
HS 

Break-
through 
(college 
outreach 
program) 

Doesn't know 
where she 
wants to go; she 
has visited 
some colleges 

Katie Freshmen Says she has an 
American life 
and a Mexican 
life 

Transfer 
to BHS 
feeder 
middle 
school 

4.1 GPA Enrolled in 
all AP 

1st in family 
to graduate 
from college; 
parents & 
brother 
dropped out 
of college 

Soccer 
team 
connects 
her to 
college 
recruiters 

Plans to attend 
four-year 
flagship 
university 
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A head start. Eight of the 11 master navigators gained an early start in 

accessing rich academic opportunities by previously attending a school that set 

high academic expectations. Two of the eight students attended academic magnet 

schools prior to BHS, one student attended a charter school, five students attended 

a BHS feeder middle school, and one student had the opportunity to attend middle 

school in France. 

 These master navigators gained this earlier start at obtaining rich 

educational opportunities by attending a well-resourced middle, or even 

elementary school. For example, Alex entered a rigorous academic network early 

on by bypassing his high poverty, high minority neighborhood elementary school 

for an academically rigorous, predominately White and affluent magnet 

elementary school. According to Alex, the magnet schools have their own 

network in which they share information and set the expectation that students will 

gain access to academically rigorous opportunities: 

 Well my elementary school was like… people think of it as like a really 
 good elementary school. It’s a little small [elementary] school [north of 
 the city]. It’s a public school, but like we always had people from the 
 magnet programs coming in and talking to us and it was pretty much 
 expected through 5th or 6th grade year that you were gonna go to a magnet 
 school and they stress it…So like, it was pretty much expected of people
 there cause um, almost everyone in that school was doing advanced 
 work.  
 
 Students at Alex’s magnet elementary school were groomed to matriculate 

in academically intensive magnet middle school programs in the district.  

Five of the eleven master navigators attended BHS feeder middle schools that 

were noted for their strong academic reputation. Students of color attending 
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feeder middle schools either moved to the attendance area or transferred to a 

feeder middle school in order to access to the BHS pipeline of postsecondary 

opportunity networks. Serena and her family moved to the BHS attendance zone 

from a school district where she said, “kids were not serious about learning, and I 

had some bad peer influences.” Her family moved into what limited affordable 

housing was available on the south side of town. Katie’s detailed knowledge of 

transfer policies enabled her to access a BHS feeder middle school. Katie used 

multiple transfer policies to eventually enter Brown High. First she used a 

majority-to-minority transfer to attend a predominately White and affluent feeder 

middle school, and then she used a tracking transfer to attend BHS.  

Katie: That’s what I used to transferred to middle school was majority to 
minority but here it was-I couldn’t use that because there’s more Spanish 
here…So, like, that kinda stuff.  But it’s not really at all.  Like, I mean, it’s 
a lot more diverse than the other schools. I don’t think it’s what I heard 
about it at all. And that I made this option.  

 
 Anjalé: You said majority to minority and using that option to… 
 
 Katie: Those were the transfer options just for Hispanics or like Native 
 Amer-or whatever.  And if there’s like more than 50% is like, White then 
 you can use the majority-to-minority to transfer there and there are um, I 
 couldn’t use that when I transferred to Brown High because there are more 
 Hispanics than other races.  
 
 Anjalé: So but at Benton High you could have used that option?   
 

Katie: Yeah.  If I had made a transfer to Benton High cause there’s, um, 
more White people….That’s one of the transfer things and then I used 
tracking, which means you can continue a transfer.  

 
 Anjalé: How did you know about all these options?  
 
 Katie: Uh, it’s on the transfer sheets.  
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 Being positioned in high resourced schools set-up master navigators for 

subsequent advantages. One advantage in particular was the introduction of the 

prospect of taking AP courses in order to advance their chances of enrolling in 

postsecondary education.  

 Early tracking. All 11 master navigators were introduced to the 

possibility of taking Pre-AP/AP courses, a crucial component to postsecondary 

preparation. The elementary and middle schools in which all of the master 

navigators attended placed emphasis on enrolling in Pre-AP/AP courses, which 

prepared students and their parents of all educational levels and personal 

circumstances to be well versed in which courses would bring them closer to 

meeting their postsecondary aspirations. Master navigators were not only 

introduced to the idea of taking advanced courses in middle school, but many 

were introduced to the concept of advanced courses as a gateway to 

postsecondary education as early as elementary school. 

 For example, Robert began his path toward college preparatory rigor when 

a representative from his feeder middle school came to his elementary school and 

led a seminar on registering for Pre-AP courses. Thus, because Robert was 

introduced to the idea of enrolling in pre-AP in elementary school and enrolled in 

all Pre-AP courses as early as 7th grade, he has been on the advanced coursework 

path ever since. AVID teachers, at BHS, came to Serena’s middle school in 8th 

grade to encourage her to take AVID and enroll in pre-AP/AP courses when she 

matriculated in high school. This early introduction to taking AP courses placed 
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master navigators in an elevated position in terms of preparing for, according to 

Katie, the “hardness of the work that we were gonna be given” in AP courses in 

high school and eventually college. 

 Unsystematic connections to postsecondary supports.  All master 

navigators received advise about how to navigate pathways from a variety of 

sources. Their connection to these supports was in no way a strategic effort made 

by BHS. It was students, themselves, who used their involvement in certain 

courses, school activities, and community groups as a source of information 

exchange about college.   

 Since all students in the master navigators network group were enrolled in 

AP courses, these classes became a source of information sharing among peers 

about college resources. According to Julianna, all her group of friends “are pretty 

much in the same kinds of courses” and “they are like me, they take Pre-AP and 

stuff.” Julianna’s peer group in AP classes served as a hub for exchanging 

information, such as when to turn in their dual credit course application. Her 

friends would ask each other “so have you turned in your application?” and “did 

you go to the advisory information session about dual credit?” As a result of this 

information exchange among peers in her AP courses, Julianna said, “we went to 

the community college together and took the same classes.” Thus, Julianna’s 

group of friends in her AP courses “help keep me on task.” 

 Along with AP courses, at least two master navigators identified AVID as 

a hub for college information exchange. Julianna commented that her AVID 
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teacher was her main connection to college information at AHS—connecting her 

to SAT/ACT tutors, college recruiters, and assisting her with scholarship 

applications. AVID was also a source of information for Serena with regards to 

relationship building with peers. Students in AVID were also introduced to the 

college and career center, frequently utilizing the center’s online database to 

search colleges and apply to scholarships. Students in AVID reported working 

with the college and career center to enroll in dual credit courses and get their 

textbooks for free. 

 Nine of the master navigators also used extra-curricular activities and 

sports as a point of access to college information, but also to build their resume 

for college applications. Sports encouraged academic achievement because 

students had to keep up their grades in order to remain on the soccer or softball 

team. Students involved in select (private club teams) soccer or baseball teams 

were talking to college recruiters as early as freshmen year. Katie, who was on an 

outside select soccer team said her coach, “talked to us about it [college], we had 

meetings about what colleges we want to go to and what we’d have to do with 

soccer and with education to get there.” Students involved themselves in the 

performing arts, such as orchestra, band, or choir, were enrolled in private 

lessons, or belonged to an honors ensemble, in order to obtain the training 

necessary to pursue music in college. Also, students who wrote for the school 

newspaper were connected to schools with reputable journalism programs. 
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Master navigators not only tapped into BHS sponsored supports, but they 

also enlisted external supports, as well. Five of the master navigators were 

enrolled in either a community or university sponsored college outreach program. 

Master navigators received information about these external college outreach 

programs either through the college and career center, their peer group, or from a 

family member or friend who was already involved in a similar program. 

Community or university sponsored college outreach programs specifically 

targeted low-income students or students who would be first-generation college 

graduates. Non-profit organizations, foundations, or churches typically sponsored 

these outreach programs. University sponsored programs advised cohorts of 

middle school students and continued to groom the cohort through high school 

until they matriculated to college.  

 At least three master navigators were enrolled in a nationwide college 

outreach program called Breakthrough. The program targets low-income students 

who will also be first-generation college graduates. Student participants make a 

commitment to work with Breakthrough from sixth grade until they enter college. 

Breakthrough coordinators visit middle schools to advertise the program, but 

students must go through a rigorous application process to be admitted. Most 

students learn about Breakthrough from the college and career center on campus, 

where Breakthrough chapter meetings are usually held, and other students learn 

about Breakthrough from peers or even siblings who are involved. Robert learned 

about Breakthrough from his girlfriend who was already involved, and Caroline’s 
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brother was enrolled in a summer enrichment program sponsored by 

Breakthrough. College outreach programs also emphasized parent involvement. 

Julianna participated in a university-sponsored program called “Con Mi 

Madre”—which translates in Spanish to “With My Mother.” Julianna described 

the program as, 

 Basically like a mother/daughter program and they teach you about eating 
 disorders and all that stuff. But also, their main focus is getting Hispanic 
 girls into college. That’s the main focus. And, you have to do community 
 service, attend conferences about college stuff….We have to go do 
 community service together, my mom and I….We have to go to the….to 
 the conferences, colleges conferences together.   
 
 Making a great sacrifice. All master navigators juggled multiple school 

and extra-curricular activities in addition to their demanding academic schedule. 

They were students under a great deal of pressure. They put a lot of pressure on 

themselves to compete against the school’s elite students. Since master navigators 

were all in advanced courses, a peer network developed of students who 

academically competed against each other. Students in this peer network knew 

exactly who their competition was. In this higher academic stratosphere, students 

like Jackie, had a hyper awareness of their academic standing when compared to 

their peers: 

 Yeah, like I moved up in rank, like I’m a hundred and twenty something 
 now, but Brown is really competitive with grades.  Whenever you’re like 
 at the 150 mark and up, like, everyone is always trying to outdo each 
 other.  They’re always trying to change each other’s grades and stuff.  But 
 we all stay in the top quartile– 25%. 
 
 Half of the master navigators identified themselves as “grade conscious” 

and expressed paranoia about their class rank decreasing, as their classes got 
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increasingly challenging and rigorous. Since master navigators had to do what 

was necessary to maintain their high academic status, half of the master 

navigators admitted to making personal sacrifices to fit in studies and activities. 

Students who were involved in multiple activities and advanced courses would 

wake up at four or five in the morning to do homework before they got on the bus 

or before they had a rehearsal or athletic practice. These commitments were made 

all the more difficult due to the geographic distance that many students lived from 

school. Lindsey would sometimes not get home until after ten o’clock at night and 

then begin her homework after a series of cheerleading, choir practice, and piano 

lessons. Serena said during basketball season, “we would have practices from like 

3:30, which is the time of seventh period till six o’clock.  And I took the bus 

home so I don’t get home ‘til like 7:30, so then, I would have to eat, take a 

shower, try to do all my homework and then wake up for six.” 

 Two master navigators not only had academics and extra-curricular 

involvements to contend with, but they also did what was necessary to maintain 

their family obligations and still secure their place in the high achieving network. 

Robert’s mother was a role model. She was a single mother low-income 

immigrant who pushed her way to graduate school. To help his mom get through 

her studies and maintain the household, Robert was responsible for preparing 

dinner and managing other household duties for his younger siblings. Sleep was 

often sacrificed to support the family, study, and adhere to his soccer practice and 
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schedule. Here Robert describes how he integrates his study habits into his family 

obligations and both select club and high school soccer team schedule:  

 My study habits, I’ll go home, I’ll do whatever homework I can get done 
 before I’m just too tired. And if I don’t get it all done, I’ll wake up before 
 school and finish it up. ‘Cause usually I get home around six from soccer 
 and then I’m responsible for cooking dinner three times a week, so then 
 I’ll cook and then wash the dishes and then by the time I sit down and 
 actually start doing homework, it’s like around eight-thirty or 
 nine….either that or I sleep in depending on how tired I am, like I’ll wake 
 up make sure everything’s done and then go back to sleep for a little bit 
 ‘cause I do have first period off. Which I asked for. But yeah, that’s-I 
 mean, and whenever I have games for soccer I don’t get home until, like, 
 ten-thirty, eleven sometimes. 
 
 Isolated help from institutional agents. Another commonality among the 

master navigators was that they readily identified an institutional agent—a 

positive faculty member, such as an AP teacher, who connected them to 

opportunity networks, held them accountable for learning, and set high 

expectations. However, these positive connections were not systematic, but rather 

isolated and often initiated by the student or the institutional agent. Besides the 

developing community seminar program, BHS did not have a formal process in 

place for ensuring that all students were connected to a positive faculty member, 

who would be responsible for introducing students to postsecondary resources and 

opportunities. Instead, these connections to institutional agents were by chance, 

and either initiated by students or the institutional agents themselves. Also, the 

connections were often made in their AP courses where they had access to strong 

teachers who highly motivated them, or in programs like AVID where teachers 

emphasized a college going culture.  
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 Five students identified one of their core academic teachers as an 

institutional agent because the teacher “pushed” them academically. Robert spoke 

passionately about his Science teacher, Ms. Simpson, who did not allow him to 

surrender academically when he was experiencing a rough family situation during 

his all-important junior year. Robert lived with friends, for a while, to escape his 

challenging home situation. He was able to continue with varsity soccer and 

maintain a good grade point average despite the turmoil. Robert said,  

It wasn’t like nice to hear her talking to you in a really straight-forward 
way. And you know, she saw me and she asked me, ‘why are your grades 
so low?  Like I looked at your grades.’  And she really cared and I told her 
and she was like, straight up, she was like ‘that’s bullshit.’ Like, you 
know, you shouldn’t pity yourself. Pity the others who pity you.’ Like 
don’t pity, and that really made me wake up. 
 

 The “no excuses” mantra appeared to be a theme among faculty I 

interviewed who were nominated by master navigators as institutional agents.  

Two institutional agents, Mrs. Charles and Principal Gonzalez, received 

nominations from almost half of the master navigators. Dr. Gonzalez was in his 

second year as principal at BHS. Master navigators said Dr. Gonzalez “actually 

cares” and “is more focused on getting kids to college.” Alex said with the 

previous principal, “I never saw him twice,” but students felt connected to 

Principal Gonzalez, who was in his second year in his position. Jackie praised Dr. 

Gonzalez’s, leadership and strong ability to make meaningful personal 

connections with students: 

 So like, well, yeah, I’m pretty sure we had, like, three different principals.  
 And, it’s changed a lot, but for the better because now that we have Dr. 
 Gonzalez he cares a lot more about student voices and student perspective 
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 and stuff, when all our other principals I never even saw them step out on 
 the carpet.  And I see Dr. Gonzalez every day.  So I think BHS has 
 changed for the better since I’ve been here. 
 
 Mrs. Charles, a dynamic teacher, received a majority of the nominations 

and praises from successful navigators enrolled in AVID. Mrs. Charles was a 

passionate “do it all” and “take action” teacher involved in every facet of the 

school. All students knew Mrs. Charles because she taught a variety of courses 

and advised numerous activities, giving her access to students from various 

attendance zones, cultural backgrounds, and social class circumstances. She 

taught Pre-Calculus, SAT Prep, College Prep, AVID, and she was also the advisor 

for the student council. High achieving students enrolled in AVID gave Mrs. 

Charles credit for many of their academic achievements. Serena said if Mrs. 

Charles, “didn’t expect so much out of me then maybe I would just be slacking 

off and stuff but I know she expects me to do great in class and just be that great 

person that everyone looks up to and like a positive role model for almost 

everyone, and I don’t think I would be that person.” This high regard for Mrs. 

Charles was largely due to the long term relationships she built with students.  

 Making sense of their pathway. When asked whether all students have 

access to AP courses, the twelve master navigators of color had mixed responses.  

Three of the twelve gave the colorblind response that students of color have a 

choice whether or not to enroll in advanced courses. Five of the twelve were 

conflicted on whether students of color had a choice to enroll, with responses 

suggesting that internalized racism occurred within the school. Finally, four of the 
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twelve recognized that greater structural forces explained the low numbers of 

students of color in their advanced courses.  

 Students of color who were colorblind, or did not recognize racial 

inequalities in accessing AP courses, considered enrollment in AP courses to be a 

choice. They felt that information was readily available for all students about how 

to access these courses, but that “some kids just don’t think that they’d do well in 

those classes.” These master navigators of color fell in line with the American 

Dream motto that, “If they are willing to keep up with the work then it is an 

option, its open for pretty much anyone” and that “Most of the time just taking 

those classes is just a matter of…if you think you can do it or not. Pretty much 

anyone has the freedom to choose an advanced class if they want to.” 

 Conflicted master navigators of color knew that the underrepresentation of 

students of color in AP classes was more complex than students just not choosing 

to enroll. However, students internalized the stereotype that students of color have 

a low academic self-concept and expectations of themselves. Jackie fully 

recognized she was often the only student of color in her AP classes. When I 

asked Jackie if all students have access to AP courses she said:  

Well, you see like, in AP classes you’ll see a lot more White majority.  
Like there’s a kind of a mixture of ethnicity, but not a lot.  Is what I’ve 
noticed. Kind of. And then if you go into a regular’s class, there’s a lot of 
minorities and ethnicity, diversity. 
 

Jackie’s explanation for this racial and social class schism of placing mostly 

White students in the AP courses and students of color in non-AP courses could 

be labeled as her internalizing racism and oppression. Her explanation was, “the 
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minority groups just don’t want to do the work. A lot of them are really smart and 

brilliant and they’ll get through the class with A’s and what not but they just don’t 

want to do the work.” Jackie went on to say, “I just feel like some kids just don’t 

think they’d do well in those classes. But, you never know until you try. I mean I 

gave it a try and it wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be.” Thus, while Jackie on 

some level believed that students of color do not enroll in advance courses 

because they are afraid they will not be successful, she also attributed the low 

enrollment of students of color in AP courses to laziness.  

 Master navigators, who recognized the racial inequality in accessing AP 

courses, openly discussed the racial isolation they experienced in their AP courses 

at BHS and even in middle school. Students of color who recognized this 

inequality were aware of being the “the only one” for some as early as elementary 

and for most middle school and on to high school. Alex, who identified as White, 

noticed since his years in a magnet elementary school, his classes were racially 

divided. Alex explained that in “maybe through six years of elementary, I had 

three or four African American kids, three or four Hispanic kids and that’s 

through six years. It was a straight up White school. I’m not gonna deny it.”  

  These students questioned whether enrolling in AP courses was a choice, 

and identified school policies and procedures that increase opportunities for 

certain students. From experience, Serena found signing up for Pre-AP or AP 

courses was not always a choice for some students of color. Students have to be 

endorsed by a teacher to enroll in an AP course. According to Serena, teachers 
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often encouraged White students to enroll in AP more than students of color. 

Serena was not sure,  

I’m a Black person sitting in non-AP class I don’t think my teachers     
           would be like, ‘you know what I see your potential, you should take Pre- 
           AP classes.’ Versus them telling a White person who’s in non-AP class  
           and they see their potential and they would tell them.  
 
 In addition to teacher endorsements shaping the racial representation in 

AP courses, students who recognized inequalities noticed segregation based on 

which middle schools students previously attended. Katie took notice that most 

peers in her pre-AP courses attended the BHS feeder middle schools, not schools 

from other areas in the district:  

 Katie: I have, like, the more Whites from [BHS feeder middle schools], 
 like, the higher levels.  
 
 Anjalé: So you’re saying that some of the kids that are in your Pre-AP 
 classes are mostly from certain middle schools?  
 
 Katie: Yeah, like kids [from BHS feeder middle schools] are now like in 
 the higher levels.  
 
 Anjalé: In most of your higher-level classes and some of the kids aren’t 
 from other middle schools aren’t necessarily….  
 
 Katie: Yeah.  Not that I know of.  I’ve never seen anyone else from any 
 other middle school but those two. 
 
 Since a majority of the students of color were transfer students from lower 

performing schools in the district, these students were tracked to lower level non-

AP courses. Thus, the students of color who gained access to AP courses were 

from higher achieving BHS feeder middle schools.  
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 In our conversation about racial isolation, Robert offered me the perfect 

word—polarization—to describe the resegregation among AP and non-AP 

classes. Whether it is resegregation based on race, social class, the neighborhood 

you come from, or where you previously went to school; master navigators who 

recognized inequality found polarization between AP and non-AP courses at BHS 

to be a reflection of their communities and greater societal issues. Julianna 

observed that most students in her AP classes came from a family lineage of 

college graduates. According to Julianna, many low-income students of color lack 

knowledge about the networks necessary to gain access to AP courses, because 

their parents or grandparents never went to college or even graduated from high 

school. Julianna said, 

 I don’t know, I just think it’s culture. It comes with culture. We have…I 
 guess, a lot of people that come from….I guess, from Whites. I don’t 
 know; but, I guess, you can say that their parents have been to college, 
 their grandparents went to college and it’s not the same for minorities. 
 They might be the first kids to be going to high school or something. So, it 
 just comes I think….it’s just a culture thing….or, I don’t know if I 
 explained myself. 
 
 Robert found Brown High to simply be a microcosm of the resegregation 

that occurs in the city. The city, similar to BHS, is racially and socioeconomically 

diverse, but significantly segregated. According to Robert, 

 Yes, the city is very polarized and I feel like maybe that’s an effect that 
 Brown High School is undertaking because it’s such a big school that 
 covers such a wide area of people, so I mean, you have a lot of middle 
 schools feeding into this school. So, it’s just I feel like it’s just an effect 
 that it has, like, can it be broken?  Yes.  Is it easy?  No. Um, race and 
 demographics in my classroom usually. 
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 Consequently, Brown High is a mirror of social reproduction based on 

racial and social class in the region. For master navigators, the same inequalities 

that play out in their communities are re-enacted at Brown High. However, master 

navigators, especially students who are low-income or of color, are among the 

chosen few, who by chance obtain resources to access advance courses.   

 Affirming their identity. Even with the apparent racial inequalities, 

ultimately, four of eight master navigators of color, used academic achievements 

to affirm their racial/ethnic identity. These students of color used family racial 

and social class struggles as motivation to obtain greater opportunities. Students, 

whose parents had a mere middle school education, recognized their parents had 

to work countless hours in unskilled jobs because of limited education. Julianna, 

as the first person in her family to go to college, academically pushed herself, 

“because I know I want to do something better and I guess on the long run I want 

to help my parents. So, that…being from a lower-economic background pushes 

me to be better.” These students of color also saw academic success as a way to 

defy racial stereotypes. Jackie’s parents immigrated to the U.S. after the Vietnam 

War. Jackie’s parents own businesses—a nail salon and a computer repair store—

and are financially comfortable, but according to Jackie, her parents work twice as 

hard working stereotypical jobs: 

 Initially, I could like not go to school and, you know, do what they did.  
 But I know that if I go to school I’d be able to do things a lot faster and a 
 lot, like you know, easier and there would be more opportunities because 
 like, they had limited opportunities when they came over [from Vietnam 
 to the U.S].  Like, you know, it’s typical for Asians to do nails and work 
 on computers, so that was there, like you know, it’s kind of a qualification 
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 that the fact that you’re Asian you could do these kinds of things. I just, I 
 want to go into a different field of business.  
 
 Robert’s language identity motivated him to seek out academic 

opportunities. When Robert emigrated to the U.S. from Guatemala in third grade, 

he did not speak any English. He grew up with his mom “just pushing through” to 

provide greater opportunities for his family and “instead of, like, pitying myself 

or, like pitying other people, I just kept going, just pushed through those barriers.” 

Robert perceived “being the only one”  (person of color) in his AP courses as a 

way to bolster his identity. Robert said he decided to take AP courses,  

 Because I really wanted to break out of the stereotypical thing that 
 happens here where, I mean, this school is also very, how do you say that 
 polarized.  Um, I feel like there’s a certain population that takes AP 
 classes and there’s a certain population that takes regular classes and if 
 you see one of them bumped up or bumped down you get really confused 
 and I really wanted to break out of like, I really wanted to bump up and 
 confuse people like ‘why are you here?’ kind of thing….So I wanted to 
 break out of that like social pre-determination. 
 
Network 2: Misdirected Navigators 

 Six of the 20 students I interviewed were lost navigators, or students who 

had postsecondary aspirations, but were navigating their pathway without a 

compass. All misdirected navigators were students of color. Although students in 

the misdirected navigators network varied among family educational capital; 

overall, their social capital was significantly less than the master navigators. Out 

of the six students, only one student, Marcus came from a family in which parents 

earned college degrees. Two students, Anthony and Regan, had mothers who 

obtained a four-year college degree, but their fathers did not. Two students, Bryan 
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and Paul, had at least one parent who obtained at least two years of postsecondary 

education. Finally, one student, Andrea, was going to be the first in her family to 

graduate from high school. Andrea’s parents dropped out of high school in 9th and 

10th grade, and she said, “Myself, along with some cousins, will be the first to 

graduate from high school in 2012.”  

 I reveal how without systematic school supports the misdirected 

navigators were left to their own devices to try to meet their postsecondary 

aspirations. Furthermore, no school supports, in combination with disadvantages 

in personal characteristics, such as family educational levels, exacerbated the 

degrees of misdirection the students experienced while trying to navigate their 

postsecondary aspirations.  

Table 11 provides a matrix of the misdirected navigators’ network. 
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Table 11 
Misdirected Navigators Student Profile 

Name Classification Race/Ethnicity Previous 
School 

GPA Non-AP or 
AP 

Family 
Education 

Level 

College 
Resources 

Postsecondary 
plans 

Anthony Sophomore Mother is 
White, Father is 
Mexican, lives 
on north side 

Transfer  
high 
poverty, 
high 
minority 
high 
school 

2.8 GPA Was in AP at 
previous 
high poverty, 
high 
minority 
high school; 
now in non-
AP to 
increase 
GPA 

Everyone 
on Mom's 
side went to 
college, 
Grandma is 
a professor, 
no one on 
Dad's side 
graduated 
from HS 

 Four-year state 
university 

Bryan Junior African-
American 

Transfer 
to BHS 
feeder 
middle 
school 

2.9 GPA Currently not 
enrolled in 
AP, took 
Pre-AP in 
middle 
school 

Mom= 
junior 
college, 
Dad= did 
not attend 
college 

Gets 
information 
from 
mother & 
external 
community  
group 

Wants to play 
football in 
college, visited 
several colleges 
(out of state 
too) 

Paul Sophomore African-
American male, 
Christian 

Academic 
magnet 
middle 
school 

Average 
grades 

Currently not 
enrolled in 
AP, took 
Pre-AP in 
middle 
school 

Aunts went 
to college, 
mom went 
to college 
for 2 years 

Mom gives 
him college 
information 

UNC-Chapel 
Hill, major in 
business, play 
basketball 

Andrea Sophomore Hispanic Transfer 
from 
north side 
middle 
school 

Above B 
average 

Currently not 
enrolled in 
AP, took 
Pre-AP in 
middle 
school, 
barely 
passed Pre-
AP courses 
in middle 
school 

Parents 
dropped out 
of high 
school in 
9th & 10th 
grade. She 
along with 
some 
cousins will 
be the 1st 
to graduate 
high school 
in 2012 

Counselors 
gave her 
information 
about 
community 
college 

Attend 
community 
college 1st 2 
yrs to get basics 
& then transfer 
to four-year 
flagship to 
major in 
veterinary 
science 
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Table 11 (continued) 

Name Classification Race/ 

Ethnicity 

Previous 
School 

GPA Non-AP or 
AP 

Family 
Education 

Level 

College 
Resources 

Postsecondary 
plans 

Marcus Sophomore African-
American 

Academic 
magnet 
middle 
school 

Passing 
all 
classes, 
mostly 
Bs & a 
couple 
Cs 

Enrolled in 
all pre-AP 
except 
history 
because it 
was too 
hard 

Family went 
to college, he 
has a sister at 
UT, 
Grandmother 
went to 
college 

 Go to college, 
but does not 
know where yet 

Regan Junior Dads is 
African-
American, 
Mom is half 
white & 
African-
American 

BHS feeder 
middle 
school; 
lives in 
BHS neigh-
-borhood 

3.0 GPA Currently 
not enrolled 
in AP, took 
Pre-AP in 
middle 
school 

Grandfather 
was a coach 
@ four-year 
flagship 
university; 
comes from 
a family of 
teachers 

SAT prep 
course 

Four-year 
flagship or four-
year state 
university to 
study journalism 

 

Aspirations with no direction. Misdirected navigators possessed 

postsecondary goals, but once they arrived at BHS, they withdrew from the 

advanced courses that would prepare them for college. Misdirected navigators had 

limited postsecondary resources at their grasp. Also, their study habits were 

misaligned with what was needed to achieve their postsecondary goals. 

Misdirected navigators’ GPA did not exceed a 3.0, with the lowest reported GPA 

at 2.8. Hence, without AP courses and postsecondary preparation information, 

misdirected navigators were essentially lost in school, building postsecondary 

aspirations with no specific direction or guidance to actually meet their 

aspirations.  

 Searching for a better academic environment. Five of the six 

misdirected navigators used various channels to access Brown High. Of the five, 

Paul previously attended an academic magnet middle school, Andrea transferred 
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from a middle school on the north side, Bryan used a tracking transfer from a 

BHS feeder middle school, and Anthony moved to the BHS neighborhood from a 

high poverty, high minority low-performing high school. All five students opted 

to transfer to BHS because their neighborhood school was low performing.  

Students also wanted to distance themselves from the perceived negative peer 

influences at their neighborhood school. Anthony’s mother decided to move the 

family to the Brown High attendance zone, because according to Anthony, “I was 

having a lot of problems at my other school…It was mostly my friends, but I 

wouldn’t blame it all on them. It was my decision too. I was messing up.” 

Anthony said since enrolling in BHS sophomore year, “My grades are up, 

everything is up. My mom is happy with the change.”  

 Largely, misdirected navigators made the decision with their parents to 

transfer to Brown High, because they were seeking a better academic environment 

than their neighborhood school. Andrea came to Brown “because it was better.” 

Her neighborhood school did not have a good reputation and she “wanted to learn 

something and do something with my life instead of just getting away with stuff.” 

According to Andrea, students from lower performing schools and their parents, 

“put them here [Brown] because it’s kind of like the best thing out there so 

everybody comes here to get better chances.” 

 Withdrawing from advanced courses. Once misdirected navigators 

transferred to Brown High for “better chances”, their opportunities were slightly 

lowered after they withdrew from AP classes. Misdirected navigators were 
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enrolled in pre-AP or AP courses at their previous school, but at Brown High the 

decision was made to not remain in advanced courses. Misdirected navigators 

who took pre-AP courses in middle school dropped them at Brown High because 

they were “barely passing.” Anthony was enrolled in AP courses at his previous 

low performing high school, but when he transferred to BHS, he experienced 

trouble keeping up with the assignments in class. Anthony believed that he was 

struggling in the AP courses at BHS because his previous high school was 

academically behind. Anthony said, “They [BHS] were talking about stuff I never 

heard of. I think that’s partially because I came from Douglas High School and 

we were behind.”  

Misdirected navigators enrolled in AP courses at their previous low-

performing school, experienced academic intimidation upon transferring to BHS, 

which steered them toward the non-AP academic track. Also White, middle class 

and affluent students occupied most of the postsecondary preparatory resources. 

Due to pre-existing and well-established personal/familial information networks 

White, middle class and affluent students had greater chances of gaining 

enrollment in AP courses and they monopolized the resources at the college and 

career center. Given that, low-income, student of color transfers were not privy to 

the aforementioned powerful information networks of the White, middle class and 

affluent students, plus their previous low-performing school left them unprepared 

for the rigors of AP at BHS, as a result their academic track was immediately 

demoted from AP to non-AP upon transferring to BHS.  
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Misdirected navigators assumed enrolling in Brown High would be 

enough to enhance postsecondary opportunities, but did not realize mere 

enrollment at a school with a sound academic reputation is not enough. The 

decision to withdraw from AP courses placed misdirected navigators in the 

academic middle.  

 A lower set of academic expectations. Once misdirected navigators 

withdrew from AP courses that prepared them for college, they soon found that 

their non-AP courses had a much lower set of expectations. All lost navigators 

recognized that non-AP courses were less rigorous than AP courses. Anthony 

recognized that non-AP courses were primarily designed to “help you pass the 

state test.” Anthony had prior experience in AP and explained that  “you can 

definitely tell the difference” between the level of academic rigor in AP versus 

non-AP. Non-AP course enrollment not only meant less access to the rigor 

necessary for college, but students on the non-AP track lost elective privileges, 

usually in the arts, if they formerly failed the state exit exam. Andrea was enrolled 

in a remedial intervention course to prepare for the state assessment. She failed a 

segment of the test and was removed from dance, her favorite class, in order to 

make room for her intervention course. Andrea was not clear about the reasons 

behind the decision to remove her from dance and thought it might, “have 

something to do with the benchmark or something. Probably was. I don’t know, 

some tests I failed.”  
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When Andrea justified her reasons for enrolling in Brown she articulated 

her justifications with such assuredness. For Andrea transferring to BHS 

indisputably resulted in increased educational opportunities. However, when 

Andrea described how BHS enrolled her in a state exam intervention course 

without consulting her about the decision, she did not have an emotive response. 

It was apparent Andrea was uninformed that the state exit exam intervention 

course would not prepare her for her postsecondary aspirations. Therefore, 

because Andrea trusted transferring to BHS equaled automatic connections to 

quality postsecondary preparation—primarily due to the high school’s academic 

reputation and location in a White, affluent community— she was unknowingly 

directed by institutional structures at BHS into courses that would not prepare her 

for her postsecondary aspirations. Misdirected navigators had college aspirations, 

but the low academic expectations set for them in non-AP courses made it 

difficult for them to acquire the academic stamina necessary for college.  

In addition to the low expectations set for them in non-AP courses, a few 

misdirected navigators came to the realization, during our interviews, that mostly 

students of color filled the desks in their non-AP classrooms. When Anthony 

dropped his AP courses and enrolled in non-AP courses, he noticed “a big 

difference. When I was in AP classes, there were maybe two or three Mexican 

kids and everybody else was White. When I switched back down to regular, it’s 

all the Mexican kids from the East side like me.” The low-performing high school 

Anthony transferred from had an overall student enrollment of “60% Mexican and 
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like 40% Black. It wasn’t much of a change. It was the same people everywhere.” 

According to Anthony it made a big difference transferring to a school that was 

more diverse because, “it’s a lot different, I like it a lot better. I think this 

environment is just more positive and it’s easier for you to learn and make better 

choices over here.” However, once Anthony transferred to Brown and withdrew 

from AP courses upon arrival, there was little differentiation between the racial 

and social class composition of his non-AP classes and the overall student 

enrollment of his previous low-performing high school.  

 Just a few college preparatory resources. Misdirected navigators had 

little to no connections to school postsecondary resources, extra-curricular 

activities, and other external supports, such as community programs, to help them 

advance their opportunity networks. Misdirected navigators listed few specific 

postsecondary preparatory resources. Four out of the six students mentioned 

resources such as the SAT prep course offered at BHS, two students said “my 

mother gives me information about college”, one student reported that they 

received information from their academic counselor, and another student received 

information from a community organization. In our conversations, lost navigators 

rarely mentioned receiving or seeking institutional supports, such as the tutoring 

center or AVID to help cope with their academic struggles. A few students 

participated in community programs, but these opportunities were leadership-

oriented and offered minimal targeted academic and postsecondary resource 

support. Bryan was involved in a youth performing arts organization and the 
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NAACP12 teen chapter. Paul’s mother enrolled him in the Boys and Girls Club 

when he was six where they do “community service and try to help out the 

homeless and clean creeks,” but Paul did also receive some homework assistance 

from the organization.  

 Five of six lost navigators were involved in extra-curricular activities, and 

four of these students’ activities were athletics. Paul was the only student to 

discuss the ways in which athletics would lead to college. Paul has played 

basketball since middle school and said, “One of my goals is to play in college. 

Basketball helps me learn how to do two things at the same time.” Regan was the 

only lost navigator to identify a non-athletic activity that prepared her for college. 

She was enrolled in a journalism class and was also in the yearbook club. Regan 

said journalism helped improve her writing, but she was also introduced to 

colleges that had journalism programs.  

 Though misdirected navigators mentioned isolated programs and 

resources for postsecondary information, overall these students received no 

systematic assistance preparing for college. Misdirected navigators had few 

connections to resources—i.e. programs, institutional agents, and information—to 

obtain their postsecondary goals.  

 Academic misalignment. Misdirected navigators had lofty ends in mind, 

but their level of academic engagement did not match the means necessary to 

achieve the ends. All misdirected navigators had four-year college aspirations. 
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Bryan said, “I want to play football in college, and I’ve already visited several 

colleges…some of them out of state.” Paul plans to go to University of North 

Carolina Chapel Hill, play basketball, and major in business. Regan plans on 

studying journalism at one of the state flagship institutions, and Andrea has 

discussed with her mother attending community college for two years and then 

transferring to one of the state flagship universities to study veterinarian medicine. 

Even though misdirected navigators had specific college aspirations, their grades 

and study habits did not match qualifications necessary to obtain their college 

aspirations. Students in this network have GPAs that ranged from a 1.8 to a 2.9, 

and students either did not study at all or studied sporadically. Misdirected 

navigators described their study habits as “I don’t study but still I still make the 

grade”, “not a very good student,” “I never study”, “I only study once or twice a 

week,” or “I had difficulty transitioning freshmen year.” One student, Marcus, 

even admitted to skipping classes multiple times a week.  

 Andrea had a mismatch between her academic habits and postsecondary 

aspirations. Andrea, a sophomore, had specific college goals but did not have the 

study habits in place to help her achieve her goals. Andrea and her mother had 

detailed plans for college and her family had a savings account for her college 

education, but when I asked Andrea about her study habits, her description was 

not as strategic as her postsecondary goal setting:  

 I really don’t study. I more concentrate. Like if I look at it for 5 minutes, I 
 can think about it later and remember it. I really don’t study. It’s harder for 
 me to keep up with everything else on top of homework, and tests, and 
 quizzes. Everything is just piling up. I don’t study as much as I should. I 
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 mean, the most I’ll study is the night before a test. I’ll just try to cram 
 everything in at once. I mean, some things I know, but it’s just so much to 
 remember.  
 
 All misdirected navigators valued school, but did not realize there was a 

misalignment between their lower level of academic engagement and their high 

postsecondary aspirations. Andrea’s parents want her to go to college and they 

constantly motivate her to graduate from high school because, “Everybody is kind 

of struggling, but I see how they are and I know I want to graduate so I cannot 

struggle like that. Other than that nobody has graduated. Yeah that motivates me 

to graduate.” 

 It was apparent that students in the misdirected navigator network were at 

an academic crossroads. They had goals and valued school, but unlike the master 

navigators who had quality institutional and community supports, there were few 

supports to guide them out of the academic void. Misdirected navigators had high 

aspirations, but were on an academic slippery slope, because they had few 

supports to anchor them.  

Network 3: Disconnected and Directionless 

 Three of twenty students I interviewed at BHS were in the disconnected 

and directionless network group. All three were students of color. Bobby and Rick 

identified as Mexican and Damien identified as African-American. These students 

had extremely low levels of attainment in their families. Two of the three students 

were going to be among the first in their family to graduate from high school. 

Bobby’s sister was the only one in the family to obtain a high school diploma and 
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most of Rick’s family members dropped out of high school by 9th or 10th grade. 

Damien was the only student in the disconnected and directionless network 

category whose parents received some form of postsecondary education. Table 12 

provides a detailed matrix of the disconnected and directionless. Students in this 

network group were the most disadvantaged in both personal characteristics and 

previous opportunities to learn, because the high school did not offer them any 

systematic supports to gain connection to resources. 
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Table 12 
Disconnected and Directionless Student Profiles 
 

Name Classification Race/ 

Ethnicity 

Previous 
school 

GPA Non-AP        
or AP 

Family 
Education 

Level 

College 
Resources 

Postsecondary 
plans 

Bobby Freshmen Mexican Transferred to 
BHS feeder 
elementary 
school 

Mostly 
C's 

Not 
enrolled 
in any 
AP 
courses 

No one in 
family 
finished HS 
except for 
sister 

 Go to college to 
become a 
mechanic 

Damien Junior African-
American 

Academic 
magnet 
middle school 

1.8 or 
1.9 GPA 

Took 
pre-AP 
in 
middle 
school & 
fresh-
men 
year, 
dropped 
all AP 
because 
it got too 
hard 

Dad graduated 
from college; 
mom is 
currently 
enrolled at a 
community 
college 

 Does not think 
he has an 
academic 
future, will 
pursue music, if 
there was an 
opportunity for 
music in 
college he 
would do it 

Rick Junior Mexican Transferred 
because high 
school was 
closed due to 
NCLB 

Does not 
know his 
GPA, 
mostly 
Bs & Cs, 
tries to 
get As, 
but its 
hard at  
BHS 

On min-
imum 
grad-
uation 
plan 

Very few 
family 
members 
graduated 
high school. 
Mom dropped 
out in 9th 
grade 

Mother 
connecting 
him to 
medical 
technician 
training 

Wants to train 
to become a 
physician's 
liaison 
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Disengaged from school. Students in this network were for the most part 

disengaged from school and felt BHS did not meet their interests. Damien, a 

junior, attended one of the strongest academic magnet middle schools in the 

district, but when I asked Damien, “How would you describe yourself as a 

student?” he responded,  

I'm not a very good student. I don't study or do homework. I don't try. I 
just try to get by. Through middle school I had all As, Bs. I'm not sure, it 
just happened. I just didn't do any work. I just sat there. My GPA is a 1.9 
or 1.8. 
 

All three students in this network category had a C or below GPA. Students in this 

network category transferred to escape their former academically failing school, 

but they were never fully academically integrated at BHS. Students who were 

disconnected and directionless did not have outlined postsecondary aspirations 

and questioned what BHS had to offer them academically.  

When describing their current academic standing and outlining their 

educational trajectories, students from this network group emoted doubt in their 

academic abilities and limited hope for their academic future when compared to 

the previous two network categories. This lack of academic confidence was partly 

because disconnected and directionless students were just that—disconnected 

from school, receiving little to no institutional resources, no involvement in extra-

curricular activities, and little to no outside community supports.  

 Escaping failing schools. With the exception of Bobby, whose family 

lived in the BHS neighborhood, students in this network category transferred to 

BHS relatively late in their academic career because their neighborhood school 
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was low performing. Thus they had little to no rigorous academic preparation 

prior to coming to BHS, unlike the students who transferred from highly 

competitive academic middle schools. As I will demonstrate, this influenced their 

level of preparation and impeded their ability to succeed at BHS. Rick transferred 

to BHS from Chavez High, because his former school was reconstituted13, closed 

and repurposed into a new school entirely. He had the option to attend BHS or 

remain at Chavez High, even after the reconstitution, but Rick chose Brown High 

because, “I wanted to become a mechanic like my father but it is, Chavez High 

School started to get bad, started to close down and I wasn't able to go there.” 

Damien transferred to BHS because there was no alternative. NCLB school 

choice policy encouraged him to transfer. Damien, a Junior, transferred to BHS 

because the school district, in adherence with NCLB, notified him in writing that 

his neighborhood school was a low-performing school and he would have the 

option to transfer to a higher performing school in the district. According to 

Damien, “My mom did. We got a letter and they told me that South High wasn't a 

good school. Lincoln, Douglas, or Brown; and we both chose Brown High.”  

 Questioning the purpose of their learning. Students identified as 

disconnected and directionless were not intentionally academically disengaged. 

Students withdrew from school because they did not see the purpose of what they 

                                                
13 Under the Obama Administration the U.S. Department of Education requires the state to 
identify the lowest performing schools. The school district has a number of options to dramatically 
improving the identified low-performing school’s achievement. One of these options is school 
closure, which allows any student attending the closed school to transfer to a better performing 
school in the district. See http://www2.ed.gov/news/pressreleases/2009/08/08262009.html for 
detailed information on the policy.  
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were learning and they were unable to enroll in courses in which they were 

interested. After some probing Bobby finally admitted that he wishes BHS had a 

car mechanic class. Damien, a point guard on the varsity basketball team, had 

interests outside of BHS. Damien crafted a business for himself. He diligently 

composed beats for hip-hop music and spent a significant amount of time 

practicing his art. A few aspiring local hip-hop music artists already paid Damien 

for his beats. When we discussed his academic goals, Damien said,  

I want to make music. I have no academic future after high school. I’m 
gonna keep doing what I'm doing, get my name out there, talk to more 
people. I don't know if I can get into college for music. If I could I would. 

 
For Damien, BHS simply did not offer courses and programs to meet his interest 

in producing music.  

 Disconnected and directionless students also had lower levels of academic 

engagement because the non-AP courses at Brown High did not offer knowledge 

that would prepare them for the work force, but instead simply prepared them for 

basic skills. Bobby even noticed that students of color were overrepresented in his 

low-level courses because, “all Mexicans are in my remedial Reading course.”  

 One of the student’s level of engagement was affected by family 

obligations. Unlike the other two students in this network category, Rick was 

academically disengaged not because BHS did not offer his interests, but his level 

of academic engagement was strained because of family obligations. Rick, a 

teenage father, found his new role as a father changed his academic priorities. 

When describing his academic habits Rick said,  
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We used to say it gets easier as you get higher in the grade, but really it’s 
getting harder….academic-wise it's really on the up and down side  right 
now because I, as I said, I have a child and I've been going through a lot of 
things and it's been really hard to focus on school and the child at the same 
time.  

 
 Rick also admitted that BHS has high academic expectations that are 

difficult to meet because he is a father. Rick tries to study every chance he has, 

but given his hectic schedule, he said, “It’s really kind of hard here. They expect 

you to do more than you can do, so you can be ready for what you're going into 

life.” I asked Rick, “How is it now that you have a three month year old? How is 

it balancing your studies and studying and preparing for school with your child?” 

He responded, 

 Well it’s a hard one because it's, basically I have to hold her when she's 
 crying and when I'm still studying and doing my homework and that's 
 hard….So it's difficult to have a child and do homework at the same time 
 cause you gotta worry about your priorities and your main concern also. 
 It's a hard thing to do. 
 
 Rick was encouraged, by his academic counselor, to reduce his credit 

requirements and select the least rigorous diploma by opting for the minimum 

graduation plan. Rick said his counselor helped him select courses, “that are the 

like, easier ones for me that he know I would understand how to do.” Rick’s 

rationale for selecting the lowest level diploma was that it would allow him to 

quickly graduate, begin to work as soon possible, and earn money to support his 

family. Switching to the minimum graduation plan was a difficult decision for 

Rick because, “I wanted to come out more, I wanted to come out doing what I 
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wanted to do and not what I needed to. I wanted to do; I wanted to extend my 

learning higher than what I can do.” 

 No resources. When asked what resources were available to help prepare 

them for life after high school, students who were disconnected and directionless 

experienced difficultly identifying specific institutional resources that helped 

them navigate their academic trajectory. Students in this network group did not 

mention a single resource that would help prepare them for life after high school. 

Damien was at one time enrolled in AVID, but withdrew from the program. Rick 

did receive some homework help from Ms. Larenz in the tutoring center and his 

mother was encouraging him to train to become a medical technician after he 

graduates from high school; but he did not receive specific institutional resources 

to prepare for life after high school. This lack of identifiable institutional agents 

was partly due to teacher attitudes and stereotypes directed toward predominately 

Latino peer groups—who were marked at “at-risk”. Bobby affiliated with a peer 

group of Latino students who regularly socialized near the lockers adjacent to the 

entrance of the cafeteria. During lunchtime faculty frequently forced this peer 

group to disperse and cease socializing near the cafeteria entrance. Teachers 

noticeably policed these students more than other peer groups. 

 Finally, disconnected and directionless students relied on their family as a 

supportive resource, but family members admittedly did not know how or have 

the information to assist with academics and postsecondary preparation. Rick’s 

mom dropped out of school in the 9th grade, but he said his mom “helps me with 



 

179 

 

all my homework even if she don’t know how to do it. She gets on the computer 

and always tells me to Google it.” Instead of assistance with homework, projects, 

or specific school tasks, many parents of lost navigators told stories of family and 

community struggles to motivate their child to achieve. Students did not have 

specific postsecondary aspirations; they just knew that they did not want to 

struggle like their parents or others in their community. Rick did not want to end 

up working hard labor jobs that are stereotypically held by Hispanics. Rick said: 

 Well, A lot... I'm Hispanic and a lot of my family grew up doing jobs for 
 other people but in other cases... I want to be somewhere higher than 
 what my family has done before. My grandmother used to work at a flea 
 market, like most Hispanics, a lot of Hispanics work there and also my... 
 she used to work a washateria, helped clean up, people that are, I see are 
 janitors, hardly you see are African-Americans or White people do it. All 
 you see is really Hispanics and real Mex... Mexicans doing the hard jobs 
 and the hard jobs to make a penny at least.  
 
Bobby also used his family’s struggles as a resource of encouragement to do 

better in life. When I asked Bobby about what information his family gives him to 

prepare for college he said, “My sister gives me, says that if you go to school and 

I don’t want to become like the people that are gonna be on the streets.” Despite 

the limited opportunities to make meaningful relationships with institutional 

agents, especially connections that would lead to postsecondary resources, 

students in this network category still faithfully attended school with the hope that 

mere attendance at BHS would lead to educational opportunities that their 

families never had the chance to experience.  
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Network 4: Students on the margin 

 I was not able to capture the voices of students who dropped out of school, 

because their academic networks were nearly non-existent. Students, whose 

academic network had disappeared, were the same students who dropped out. 

Most faculty did not readily discuss the student of color dropout issue at Brown 

High. One faculty member shed light on the student of color dropout issue, but 

otherwise the problem was virtually silent. The student dropout issue was 

concealed for a number of reasons. The school building itself was not designed 

for nearly 2,300 students, and students’ number one complaint was issues of 

overcrowding. With such a burgeoning student body, it was easy for low-income 

students of color who were transfers to go unnoticed. Because BHS was over 

student enrollment capacity, it was difficult for a student transferring into BHS to 

build meaningful connections with peers, faculty, and any other academic 

resources. Also the faculty and the school as a whole appealed to the needs of the 

affluent and surrounding residents versus students transferring from low 

performing schools or communities on the north side of the city. Therefore these 

aforementioned conditions isolated low-income, students of color at Brown, and 

students without pre-existing structural supports, dropped out of school.  

Support programs like credit recovery, online courses, and work-for-credit 

programs helped students in danger of dropping out get back on track toward high 

school graduation, but in no way offered elevation in opportunity networks. 

Structures were not in place for students participating in dropout recovery 
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programs to even have the possibility of maybe moving up and entering the 

master navigators’ network.  

 Recognizing the problem. Faculty at BHS did not openly discuss the 

student of color dropout issue, but as revealed in Chapter 4, students of color were 

dropping out at an alarming rate. Assistant Principal Valadez was the only school 

faculty member I interviewed to mention the student of color dropout problem at 

BHS. Faculty members identified Ms. Valadez as someone who has “close 

relationships with many at-risk students,” or “a handle on the at-risk population.” 

Ms. Valadez discovered the dropout issue ten years ago when she examined the 

school data and realized that statistically few students of color were graduating 

from BHS. Ms. Valadez said one year, "literally seven [students of color] out of a 

class of 400 that graduated from this building.  And I’m going, ‘Oh my God.’” 

Since her discovery Ms. Valadez has made it her priority to decrease the 

percentage of students of color dropping out.  

 A single advocate. BHS hired a dropout specialist, but Ms. Valadez was 

instrumental in initiating most programs—summer credit recovery and computer 

based courses— in order to lower the number of dropouts at BHS. Through both 

the summer program and the computer-based programs, Ms. Valadez said BHS 

has reduced the number of dropouts to “45 ninth graders that didn’t pass.” She 

elaborated that, “There’s only 45 repeat ninth graders.  Now by the end of the 

summer, there will be half of them.  So that’s just my goal.  I mean one of these 

days it will be zero.  I want zero to start.”  
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 High school is not the right fit. There were also students at BHS who 

faced the reality of life early and needed to enter the workforce in order to 

financially help their family. Mr. Matthews, the assistant principal, coordinated 

the work-for-credit program. Most work program students were hired in unskilled 

jobs, such as eliminating graffiti around the city, cleaning parks, picking up litter 

on the roads, etc. Many of Mr. Matthews’s students who enrolled in the work-for-

credit program were teenage parents who needed to support their family. Mr. 

Matthews encouraged students to enter the work program if the traditional 9:00 

a.m. to 4:00 p.m., seven class periods a day school routine did not appear to fit 

their learning needs. Mr. Matthews encouraged students with poor attendance and 

who spent more time out of school than in school to enroll in the work for credit 

program. Mr. Matthews often has to give students who are in danger of dropping 

out an ultimatum. He told one student who was not attending classes, but wanted 

to stay enrolled in the standard 9:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. school day,  

‘No, I don’t think that’s the best for you. Because you’re not going to 
class, you’re not passing any of your classes; you’re not contributing 
anything in the way of income at home so that your girlfriend’s parents are 
having to pay for everything. Don’t you think you need to be part of that 
picture?’ So we convinced him to work for the city, and he’s loved it. And 
now he’s going to graduate here and continue doing what he was doing. 

 
 The work-for-credit program allowed this particular student to, “contribute 

some money to the family income and be able to graduate,” instead of skipping 

class and eventually become a dropout.  

 Preparing for the economic bottom. Though dropout prevention 

programs reconnect students to the school; these programs, like the work for 
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credit program, prepare students to enter unskilled, low wage jobs. Parents of 

transfer students of color trust that Brown High will offer their children 

educational opportunities that may eventually lead to improved family economic 

circumstances. Instead, students of color who are not able to fit-in and meet the 

demands of Brown High’s academic structures, are pushed into dropout 

prevention programs that prepare them for low paying, unskilled jobs. As a result 

transfer students of color are in danger of reproducing low-socioeconomic family 

circumstances.  

Conclusion 

 From a distance Brown High appears to be truly diverse. On the contrary 

BHS is only “truly” integrated for an elite few—the master navigators. Master 

navigators who transfer to BHS know how to access resources that will lead them 

to postsecondary opportunities. They are in no way more sophisticated in 

navigating their postsecondary pathway, but have had various sets of relationships 

to resources that provide postsecondary preparation and opportunities. The 

institutional supports that master navigators received were in no way systematic. 

The early rigorous preparation, the individual relationships with institutional 

agents, external support from community organizations, and information their 

parents received about postsecondary resources were often obtained by chance. 

Therefore, master navigators were fortuitously positioned in structures—high 

achieving schools, advanced courses, etc.—that enabled them to be elevated to an 

academically elite network. Furthermore, master navigators were successful at 
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obtaining postsecondary opportunities because they had an expansive, complex 

set of connections or bridges to resources. Their pool of postsecondary resources 

was plentiful, but varied.  

 Transfer students in the academic middle—the misdirected navigators—

were previously enrolled in advance courses, but they begin their journey at BHS 

fearful that their previous academic preparation did not measure up, and as a 

result they withdrew from their AP courses. Misdirected navigators also 

participated in few activities or programs to help them expand their networks. 

Although misdirected navigators had postsecondary aspirations, few structures 

were in place for them to build bridges needed to connect to resources.  

 Disconnected and directionless navigators, who transferred to Brown High 

because their previous school was low performing, somehow were never truly 

integrated into academic networks. Although students in this network category 

physically reported to Brown High everyday, without connections to institutional 

resources it was if students from this network group were not even there. Also, the 

dissatisfaction that students feel because their courses cover rudimentary material 

has the danger of fostering a level of disengagement and academic decline that 

will eventually result in students dropping out.  

 Finally, dropouts—i.e. students on the margin—at Brown High have no 

connections to resources because they are on the verge of dropping out or have 

already left school. Due to the lack of relationships with faculty who could help 

them navigate their educational trajectory, students on the margin have difficulty 
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reorienting to school. Instead of benefiting from assistance with getting 

reconnected to academic networks at BHS, students on the margin are 

participating in dropout recovery programs that offer no academic rigor and 

prepare them for mundane jobs. Faculty have good intentions in terms of 

connecting students on the margin to dropout recovery programs, but these 

programs do not lead to network expansion; they simply maintain the students’ 

academic isolation.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

GREEN HIGH SCHOOL PORTRAIT: CONTENDING WITH LOW 

ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE AND EXPECTATIONS 

It takes roughly five minutes to drive through the town of Green, a rural 

community neighboring a major urban city. Not much commerce is available 

along the quick trip through the town. Part of the town still holds to its rural 

community traditions, but the billboards that are found up and down the major 

highway; advertise forthcoming housing developments that offer a quality family 

lifestyle that is more affordable than the central city housing market. According to 

the 2000 U.S. Census, Green had a population of just over 1,200, but currently the 

Green Chamber of Commerce estimates the population has grown to nearly 6,500 

residents.  

Like the city of Green, Green’s school district experienced rapid 

demographic change as an influx of families from the central city moved to Green 

and the school district attendance areas in the outskirts of the central city for 

affordable housing options. The once racially and socioeconomically balanced, 

but rural school district rapidly changed within a span of ten years to a district that 

serves mostly low-income and students of color.  

Both the school district and Green High were not prepared for 

demographic shifts in the student population, and as a result were unable to build 

the resource capacity necessary to serve their growing student population, 

including low-income students. Subsequently, the lack of capacity to serve its 
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new student body led to failure under the federal and state accountability system. 

Moreover, adhering to accountability by preparing for the state exit exam reduced 

academic expectations at GHS. With a focus on state exam preparation, students 

were not being academically prepared for and connected to postsecondary 

opportunities. Efforts were made to remedy low academic expectations and few 

postsecondary opportunities, but these were small considering Green High’s 

overall organizational focus on accountability. 

In this chapter, I illustrate how the lack of systematic postsecondary 

supports at GHS created a situation in which only students who have personal 

capital (or presence of an existing and functional social network), such as higher 

parental educational attainment and socioeconomic status, gain connections to 

these isolated postsecondary resources. Students who do not possess these certain 

forms of capital have difficulty making substantial connections to postsecondary 

resources.  

Demographic Change 

Green Independent School District is a small district that consists of Green 

High School, two feeder middle schools, seven elementary schools, a science and 

technology high school that opened in 2007, and a high school for alternative 

learning. GISD’s school district boundaries stretch outside the city limits and 

cover areas on the outskirts of the central city. The town of Green, and the school 

district, were once secluded, but changes in demographics over the last ten years, 

according to the Superintendent Lee, pushed the school district to question, “who 
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are we, what are we?” The rapid change in demographics has altered racial and 

social class structures in the surrounding community and school district. It has 

also led to conflicts between members of the community that represent “old 

values” of Green and the rural community and the “new values” emerging from 

the central city. According to the superintendent, the value dissonance is, “not 

necessarily a racial conflict, but one of socioeconomic status and regional 

culture,” as demographic change has connected a historically rural community to 

urban social, cultural, and economic complexities.  

While the city of Green has changed rapidly, Green High’s demographics 

have changed even more rapidly. While the city of Green is 61% White, the 

district has only 13% White students; therefore, the majority of the Green 

residents do not have children attending schools in their school district. According 

to Table 13, with the growing numbers of students from neighboring districts 

enrolling in GISD in the last ten years, Green High School’s overall student 

enrollment nearly doubled from 597 students in 1998-99 to 1,034 students in 

2008-09, with a percent rate change of 73%.  

The racial demographics at Green High have changed dramatically. The 

increase in low-income and students of color enrollment, over the course of ten 

years, at GHS was met with an extreme decrease in White student enrollment. In 

Table 15, the White student population has dropped significantly from 40% in the 

1998-1999 school year to 11.7% in 2008-2009. There are a few factors that could 

attribute to this decrease in the White population at GHS. One hypothesis is 
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related to a national trend in suburban demographic change. According to Myron 

Orfield (2002), when Black and Latino families reach a critical mass in suburban 

schools, White families perceive the school to be in decline and seek other 

neighborhood and school options. White high school students could have 

matriculated to the new math and science magnet high school, which in 2008-09 

had a White student enrollment of 32.9%.  

In addition, student socioeconomic status has changed as well. Green High 

shifted to a high poverty school in 2003-04, with economically disadvantaged 

students representing over 50% of the student body. While in 2008-09, the 

economically disadvantaged students reached to nearly three-fourths of the 

student body at 71.7%.  As Table 14 illustrates, over the course of ten years, the 

economically disadvantaged population experienced a dramatic percent rate 

change of 86.7%, increasing from 38.4% to 71.7%. Over 60% of students at GHS 

are considered at-risk of dropping out of school. Also, Green High’s Limited 

English Proficient (LEP) population increased nearly 5 times between 1998-99 

(3.2%) and 2008-09 (14.9%). 
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Table 13 
GHS Total Student Enrollment 

Academic Year Student Enrollment 

1998-99 597 
2003-04 779 
2008-09 1,034 
Percent Rate Change 73% 

Note: Source Texas Education Agency, Academic Excellence Indicator System, 
2010 
 
Table 14 
GHS Economically Disadvantaged, Limited English Proficiency (LEP), and At-
Risk Student Enrollment 

  1998-99 2003-04 2008-09 Percent Rate 
Change 

Econ. Disadv. 38.40% 55.20% 71.70% 86.70% 

LEP 3.20% 8.90% 14.90% 365.60% 

At-Risk --* -- 60.60%   

*--indicates data was not available 
Note: Source Texas Education Agency, Academic Excellence Indicator System, 
2010 
 
Table 15 
GHS Race/Ethnicity Distribution 

  1998-99 2003-04 2008-09 Percent Rate 
Change 

Afr.- Amer. 22.30% 21.30% 33.70% 51% 

Hispanic 37.20% 45.20% 53.30% 43.80% 

White 40% 32.60% 11.70% -70.80% 

Asian/Pac. Isl. 0% 0.90% 3.20% 320% 

Native Amer. 0.30% 0% 0.20% -33.30% 

Note: Source Texas Education Agency, Academic Excellence Indicator System, 
2010 



 

191 

 

The school district did not anticipate the rapid demographic changes, and 

as a result, scrambled to build capacity and respond to the needs of their new 

student populations, which were increasingly of color, poor, and growing in 

overall student enrollment.  The GHS principal, Mr. Calder, describes how both 

the high school and the school district were constantly trying to “catch up” to the 

demographic change:                  

I would say 10 years ago this school [Green High School] was in a 
primarily rural area, and then we had a [computer technology] plant move 
in and expand to where Green is almost suburban. But you’ve got a 
strange sort of mix of what was left of the rural area, and I know we have 
a strong population of farm workers in the area, but then we also have the 
[computer technology] plant coming in and then also a lot of people who 
can’t quite afford to live in the [central city] will also move out here. So, 
the dynamic of Green over the past years has, I think, really changed and I 
don’t know if, like I said, the district of the school was particularly 
unprepared for that.  
 
Principal Calder went on to explain how GHS is now feeling the 

repercussions of not preparing for demographic shifts and “looking forward to the 

future,” especially with the increase of low-income students over the last ten 

years. Given that, GHS quickly shifted to a majority economically disadvantaged 

enrollment with most of their students now in need of remediation to master basic 

skills, GHS did not have the resource capacity—experienced teachers, 

instructional support—to meet the academic needs of its new student body. 

High Faculty Turnover 

As in many schools that are high poverty and high minority (Jackson, 

2009), the high administration and teacher turnover at GHS was described as a 

“revolving door,” and according to Assistant Principal Jones, “In the past five 
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years, we lost six or seven counselors, seven principals, countless assistant 

principals, ten to fifteen teachers per year.” Mr. Trent, the senior English teacher, 

estimated that GHS had close to a 40 to 50% teacher turnover rate. Administrators 

worked with teachers to develop buy-in; “change their mindset, and convince 

teachers to stay,” in spite of demographic changes, pressures from accountability, 

and the poor academic reputation at GHS. Teachers who did remain at GHS, 

according to Mr. Trent, are the people, “that want to work, and want those kids 

lives to be better, instead of kind of just looking at teaching as I don’t know, 

anything worse than a teaching job.” The dedicated teachers stayed in spite of the 

“craziness” and felt they had developed a “community of teachers” in the midst of 

accountability pressures.  

 Even with a set of teachers who remained at GHS and were beginning to 

provide consistency, students recognize that there were “constantly new teachers” 

or always “new fresh teachers out of college and stuff.” The issue of high teacher 

turnover created feelings of mistrust between students and teachers. Students were 

often unable to build strong relationships with teachers, because they anticipated 

that their teacher would be leaving. Ms. Crockett, an intervention specialist, said 

that students at GHS for the most part do not expect teachers to remain and, 

The students will tell you, they'll ask teachers, and I've seen them do this, 
and they've asked me personally. ‘Miss, are you coming back next year? 
… ‘Yea, of course’...They don't trust the teachers are going to come back 
because so often the school teachers leave more than any other school I've 
ever been at. Teachers leave in the middle of the year or they just don't 
come back.  
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Focus on Remediation and Test Preparation 

In response to accountability pressures, the school focused intensely on 

academic remediation and on test preparation. Three instructional specialists, 

along with the academic dean, were responsible for designing interventions and 

developing a schedule for nearly 600 students (almost half the school), who still 

needed to pass the state exam in either math, science, social studies or English 

language arts.  

Interventions were provided to students in a variety of ways. Some 

students received one-on-one tutoring in targeted skill areas. Other students were 

pulled from their elective classes to receive the interventions. Finally, for students 

who still needed to pass the science state exit exam, a separate class period was 

created for them to solely focus on the interventions. The advisory period, or 

extended homeroom, was created late in the fall semester, so that students who 

still needed to pass the state exit exam could participate in interventions. Mr. 

Darren, an instructional specialist said, “this intervention thing has completely 

taken over our job functions. That’s where everything starts and ends right now.” 

Inexperienced Teachers in Leadership Positions 

As a result of the high turnover, the school had to recruit many teachers 

with few years of experience. The least experienced teachers are typically placed 

in high poverty schools, and this was also the case for GHS, in which most 

teachers were either new to the profession or still in the early developmental 
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stages of their teaching career. Ms. Davis, the academic dean, estimated that, 

“most of our teachers are zero to two years,” in teaching experience.  

Inexperienced teachers at GHS were placed in intense and demanding 

positions that teachers in low poverty schools would not typically face so early in 

their career; because often at low poverty schools, there tends to be an abundance 

of more experienced teachers to take on those roles. With the pressures of testing 

accountability and the high school’s academic reputation, new teachers had little 

time to ease into their roles, but instead, had to quickly jump in and take on 

leadership. New teachers, who showed promise, instructional innovation, and 

whose students were making substantial academic progress, were quickly 

recognized for their talent. These successful new teachers were asked to assume 

additional leadership responsibilities, such as directing a student organization, 

chairing a department or committee, and even leading additional state exam 

preparation intervention courses and tutoring sessions.  

By her second year of teaching career, Ms. Lucas was already one of the 

teachers with the most teaching experience and tenure in the English department, 

and as a result was designated as department chair. Ms. Lucas, for two years in a 

row, planned both the senior prom and graduation ceremony. Mr. Adams, a 

freshmen social studies teacher, was in his first full year of teaching. He began 

teaching midway during the previous school year. Mr. Adams was still new to the 

teaching profession, but his strong training from his teacher preparation program 

brought new pedagogical methodologies to the classroom. Mr. Adam’s freshmen 
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students performed well on benchmark assessments, and for this reason, the 

administration decided to remove him from his freshmen social studies classes to 

teach the juniors, who had the lowest passing rates on state assessments. Mr. 

Adams was not pleased with his new teaching assignment mid-year and said, 

I’m teaching juniors. I was accidentally too good at teaching 
freshmen….In this data driven educational environment, what happened 
is…anyway I’m teaching juniors to prep them for the state exit exam. My 
students’ test scores were good and other people’s weren’t. They switched 
me…and I’m a little bitter about it. I was really looking forward to a full 
year and developing a full year of relationships and my students were hurt 
and I’m hurt. 
 

 Pressure existed for inexperienced teachers at GHS to have an 

exceptionally quick learning curve and to take on responsibilities that most 

teachers are not assigned until after their first five years in the profession. These 

unrealistic expectations led not only to high teacher, but also high administrative, 

turnover at GHS.  

Reduced Academic Expectations 

Preparation for the state exit exam and seeking relief from the pressures of 

accountability was the instructional focus for teachers at GHS—not preparation 

for postsecondary education. Teachers I interviewed reported that most of their 

colleagues centered their lessons and instruction on the basic skills emphasized on 

the state exit exam, not academic rigor or analytical thinking. In light of a lower 

set of academic expectations, teachers did not assign students homework, which 

would help students practice good study habits.  
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When working with teachers and students to provide instructional 

interventions, the instructional specialist reported that teachers and students had 

opposite expectations for what GHS was supposed to offer instructionally. 

Students began high school with the expectation that they would be prepared for 

life after graduation, possibly even a four-year college.  However, Ms. Crockett 

explained,  

Because of the state mandates, the teachers have a different focus, and 
because they are preparing students for the state exit exam, they are not 
‘thinking college,’ they’re thinking ‘what do these students need to learn 
to pass this test so we’re academically acceptable, so that I don’t have to 
go through this same kind of shit that…same kind of crap that I went 
through this year,’ and teachers do not have conversations about how they 
can accomplish both teaching content that’s required for that test while at 
the same time preparing me to go to college.  
 
In addition to the low expectations set because of overemphasis on passing 

the state exit exam, teachers did not instill students with the study habits 

necessary to prepare them for college. Some teachers admitted that,  

I don’t give homework, which I know that’s something that could be very 
debatable, but I do feel like the kids; this is their job, they shouldn’t have 
to take it home with them. But at the same time, that doesn’t teach them 
that time management aspect that college would need. 
 
Teachers also shared that many of their colleagues felt both sorry for and 

made excuses for poor students, and thus did not set high expectations for these 

students. Ms. Lucas, the English department chair, admitted that when she first 

began teaching at Green High, she was afraid to hold poor students accountable 

because,  

Here comes their sweet, sad little faces. [Makes a sad face.] ‘[Boo,] you 
know, my baby was up crying all night’; ‘Miss, I had to go to Mexico. I 
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didn’t come back ‘til 4 a.m.’; ‘Miss…’ All these sorts of excuses. And I 
let that happen. Then, the next year I got a little bit tougher, and tougher 
and tougher, and now, now my expectation for them, it’s very high. ‘You 
turn in this piece of crap essay to me? No. You can re-do it, and take it and 
turn it back in when you have it correct.’ And that’s for every kid. But it’s 
just, I think here, especially with a lot of people’s first year [teachers], we 
let the kids… because you know, they have just… the stories.  
 

Though teachers were trying to support their low-income students by doing what 

they saw was necessary to keep them in school. The low set of academic 

expectations and de-emphasis of homework and studying meant that students 

were receiving little in the way of college preparation. 

Campus Wide Dropout Issue 

 Although this issue did not surface in interviews with students and their 

institutional agents, descriptive statistics reveal that campus wide, high 

percentages of students are dropping out at GHS. According to descriptive 

statistics (see Table 16) the four-year completion rate for 2 out of 3 reported 

racial/ethnic groups (including White students), ELL, and low-SES students is 

lower than completion rates at BHS. High school completion rates for Hispanic 

students at GHS was 20 percentage points lower BHS, but African-American 

students had relatively equal completion rates. However, White students, with a 

four-year completion rate of 92.5%, at BHS for the most part were able to 

accumulate more social capital to prepare for college because institutional 

structures placed them in a privilege position to make valuable connections to 

resources. Whereas, White students at GHS had a 9.2 percentage point lower 

completion rate (83.3%) than White students at BHS.  
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At BHS low-income and students of color were positioned in the lower 

academic strata; while White, affluent students were for the most part positioned 

in at higher academic strata. Conversely, the overall reduced academic 

expectations at GHS, which was facilitated by pressures from the state and federal 

accountability system, adversely impacted the social capital and academic 

engagement level of all students.  

Table 16  
GHS vs. BHS Graduation Completion Rate Grade 9-12 [Percent of Seniors 
Graduating in 4 years] 
 GHS 2008-09 Graduation 

Rate 
BHS 2008-09 Student 
enrollment 

Afr.-Amer. 79.7% 76.5% 

Hispanic 58.5% 78.8% 

White 83.3% 95.2% 

Econ. 
Disadv. 

59.7% 71.8% 

LEP 31.3% 57.1% 

Note. Source:  Texas Education Agency, Academic Excellence Indicator System, 
2010 

Reduced Postsecondary Opportunities and Expectations 

The decline in academic expectations at GHS meant that students were 

exposed to a low level of analytical and higher order thinking skills that would 

academically prepare students for college. The faculty constantly worked on 

offering remediation and state exam interventions, not academic preparation for 

postsecondary education. Even though students must master the basic skills 

covered on the state exam, they cannot be successful in postsecondary settings if 
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they do not have access to rigorous academic preparation in high school. 

However, students who had four-year college aspirations had few academically 

rigorous opportunities to prepare them to meet their aspirations, because with 

more time spent on developing remediation and exam interventions, little time 

was spent developing the AP program. As a result GHS had limited AP course 

offerings.  

Compared to the 43 AP course offerings at Brown High, GHS only 

offered 15 advanced placement courses in the following subject areas: English 

language, English literature, Calculus AB, Statistics, Chemistry, Biology, Physics 

AB, U.S. History, Government, Economics, World History, Spanish language, 

Spanish language literature, French language, and Studio Art. This lack of AP 

courses meant that students had fewer opportunities for taking the AP test to 

receive college credit. Also, limited AP course offerings resulted in fewer 

opportunities to receive academic preparation for the rigors of college.  

Finally, because GHS was primarily a testing culture, AP courses had low 

student participation. Both teachers and students reported that AP courses would 

have a student class size of 10 to15, whereas non-AP classes could have up to 30 

or more students. One student reported that in her non-AP Government and 

Economics class, “in the beginning of the year, we didn’t even have enough 

chairs for everybody,” but her AP Statistics course had roughly 13 students.  

Because the school attributed its own overall success with passing the 

state exam, a testing climate versus a postsecondary preparation climate was 
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emphasized. Thus, students with college aspirations had even fewer opportunities 

to be academically prepared to meet their aspirations.  

Some Limited Efforts to Increase Postsecondary Access and Success 

Given that most systematic supports were invested in preparing for the 

state exit exam, school administration did recognize that more programs were 

needed to increase postsecondary participation at GHS. The new principal, Dr. 

Calder, invested more resources into a number of postsecondary support 

programs. While these programs showed promise, a few others were still in the 

early stages of development and had not yet made a significant impact on 

increasing postsecondary participation.  

The career and technology program and the college and career center were 

already established programs, but before Principal Calder’s push for improvement 

of services, these programs had a minor influence on increasing postsecondary 

participation. AVID was still a fairly new program at GHS. The local community 

college was also in the process of collaborating with the school district in order to 

offer several dual credit courses on the GHS campus.  

The AVID program worked to increase visibility about postsecondary 

resources. AVID posters covered nearly every wall in the school building, while 

advertising postsecondary opportunities and encouraging students to apply to 

participate. The AVID program also worked with local businesses and community 

organizations to help raise money to send students on college visits.  
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MHS also housed a career and technology program with courses in 12 

different areas: agriculture, art and A/V technology, business, education, finance, 

health sciences, hospitality, human services, information technology, law and 

public safety, marketing, and transportation. The program’s mission was to 

prepare students for a competitive 21st century global society. Students had access 

to hands on experiences and real life applications in the career and technology 

program. For example, the full service automotive garage gave students the 

opportunity to refurbish cars, give oil changes to real customers, among other 

maintenance services they were able to offer.  

One support service that provided substantial postsecondary information 

was the college and career center. Principal Calder recruited Mrs. Williams, a 

former principal, mid school year to revamp the college and career center and 

increase the number of students who enroll in four-year colleges. Mr. Ruiz, a 

counselor from a local university, sponsored the college outreach program and 

also served as co-director of the center. Prior to Mrs. William’s appointment, the 

college and career center had no systems in place. Once Mrs. Williams accepted 

the position, the center developed into a machine.  

Every day the center was staffed with at least two AmeriCorps volunteers 

who helped students sign-up to take the SAT, as well as complete college 

applications and write college essays. Every student who visited the college and 

career center had their own file folder to access with a college and financial aid 

application checklist. Mrs. Williams also required that students schedule their 
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parents for a FAFSA completion workshop; there were always at least two parents 

sitting at a computer with a volunteer completing the FAFSA. Both Mrs. Williams 

and Mr. Ruiz would make phone calls to college recruiters on behalf of students, 

and Mr. Ruiz was so invested in helping students enter four-year colleges, even 

his wife would assist with editing students’ college application essays. Best of all 

students looked forward to seeing their framed photos on the College Wall, 

highlighting their acceptance to a university. Their hard work did pay off: while 

approximately 20% of the class of 2009 from GHS matriculated to a four-year 

college, but with the hard work of Mrs. Williams and Mr. Ruiz, the Class of 2010 

sent 33%. The college and career center was the only support service—within the 

accountability culture at GHS—to make substantial contributions to getting 

students to college. Any other postsecondary information programs were still in 

the early development stages.  

Isolated discussions about postsecondary education. Even with 

programs such as AVID, the college and career center, career and technology, and 

dual credit, discussions about going to college only occurred in isolation. Beyond 

postsecondary information programs, students only received information if their 

teachers elected to do so. Ms. Lucas designated every Friday, in her English class, 

a college search day. Ms. Lucas created a college information sheet for students to 

compile information about specific colleges. Ms. Lucas would help students 

navigate the college websites and define words such as “perspective student.” She 

also required that students apply for scholarships. She said,  
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Then I started pulling up scholarships that they could apply for, how many 
scholarships there are, and I’d tell them, ‘If there was scholarships for 
5’5’’, freckled, redhead White girl, you better believe I would be signing 
up for that. Don’t just sit here and say because it’s an Afro-American 
scholarship or whatever you want to say, I’m going to totally be, 
whatever, a poor scholarship, who cares? Take it! It’s free!’ You know? 
I’m like, ‘You need to get over yourself, stop thinking that you can’t ask 
for help, and take it.’ 
 

 Teachers agreed that GHS needed more systematic dialogue about 

postsecondary education. Due to the isolated discussions about college, Mr. Trent 

said, “lot of those kids were just like clueless.” Without systematic efforts to 

provide postsecondary information, most students at GHS were unaware about the 

steps necessary to prepare for any aspirations they may have after graduating high 

school. According to Mr. Trent, compared to other high schools in the 

metropolitan area with greater resources, students at Green High were behind in 

knowledge of postsecondary information: 

I think with this assumption that ‘okay, well they should know that, right?’ 
because if you head over to Caldwell school district and you sit over in a 
junior class at Quincy High that 90% of those kids that are sitting in those 
junior classes know what their GPA is, they know exactly how many 
courses they need. They know what their class rank is. And they 
absolutely know where they’re going to go to college. They know 
everything! But you drive over to Green High and those kids don’t know 
that? Why is it that they don’t know that? Because they haven’t been 
taught that! We haven’t done a good job back when they were freshman or 
8th graders coming to high school saying ‘these are the things that you 
need to know: we’re going to teach you how to go and to ask counselor, 
registrar for copy of transcript. We’re going to teach you how to keep up 
with the number of credits that you have.’ 
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Conclusion: Connecting to Postsecondary Resources without Systematic 

Supports 

 Due to focus on the state exit exam, the school offered limited 

postsecondary preparation to students at GHS. Postsecondary support services 

such as AVID, the college and career center, and career technology were available 

and showed promise, but the school was in the early stages of over-hauling these 

programs. Thus, with few well-developed postsecondary supports in place, 

students were left to their own devices to figure out how to access postsecondary 

information.  

As Ms. Crockett pointed out, “…the student doesn’t know how to get that 

unless they’re driven and they have family support at home, and so students just 

float on down the river, sometimes seeing the trees, sometimes flipping over in 

the water.” Therefore, students who have existing capital, such as parents who 

know how to access postsecondary information, have a better chance of “seeing 

the trees,” making connections to resources like AP classes or AVID, maximizing 

the resources at the college and career center, and eventually capitalizing on these 

resources to matriculate to college.  

Students with fewer personal resources, such as lower family educational 

attainment and socioeconomic circumstances, have difficulty connecting to 

postsecondary resources, without systematic supports and “flip over in the water” 

and aimlessly “float down the river.” Finally, there are students, who are never 

connected to postsecondary resources and are never given the opportunity to 
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develop postsecondary aspirations, because they are trapped preparing to pass the 

state exit exam, in order to simply graduate from high school.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

GREEN HIGH SCHOOL: PORTRAITS OF STUDENT OPPORTUNITY 

NETWORKS 

 Green High School’s (GHS) structural pressures such as the increase in 

economically disadvantaged students, the strong pressure to meet the demands of 

the accountability system, and constant remediation of students on basic academic 

skills, created an overall culture of low academic expectations. The culture of low 

academic expectations at GHS generally left all students academically unprepared 

for postsecondary education. Focus on basic skill preparation and not 

postsecondary preparation meant no systematic supports were available to 

connect students to postsecondary resources. Even still, within this culture of low 

academic expectations at Green High, similar to Brown High, both structural and 

inequalities in personal characteristics created student stratification. Though the 

postsecondary supports at GHS were meager, some students had a greater chance 

of accessing what little supports were available.  

 In this chapter I categorized students based on how they both chose and 

navigated their postsecondary trajectories. I classified students at Green High in 

four network categories. The assertive navigators were students who were 

enrolled in AP courses and had four-year college aspirations. These students had 

structural advantages, such as parents who were actively involved in their 

academics, and because of these structural advantages these students knew where 

to go to access postsecondary resources. The disengaged navigators were students 
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who were not as engaged in academics but had four-year college aspirations, and 

some met these aspirations and were already accepted to several colleges. These 

students were not as academically engaged because their non-AP courses simply 

covered basis skills, were not a challenge, and therefore these students could 

make the GPA needed to be accepted to a four-year college without studying. 

Students navigating the vocational track were academically unsuccessful, and 

therefore chose the vocational track. Factors that lead them to the vocational track 

were parents who did not know how to assist them with their postsecondary 

decisions, and aggressive recruiting from vocational/technical programs. Finally 

isolated and bounded students were trapped preparing for the state exit exam, and 

therefore were unable to make connections to any post high school aspirations.   

 Yet, although some students had post-secondary aspirations, Green High’s 

overall academic environment offered a lower set of academic expectations and a 

lack of focus on postsecondary preparation. Nevertheless, even within this 

reduced opportunity structure overall, there were still hierarchies in students’ 

connectedness to postsecondary resources because certain students had more 

structural advantages over others in obtaining those resources. In this chapter I 

also provide a matrix for each student network category that demonstrates how 

students were grouped based on similar ways in which they interact with certain 

structures and are connected to postsecondary resources.  



 

208 

 

Network 1: The Assertive Navigators 

Among the 17 students I interviewed at GHS, 8 were in what I labeled the 

assertive navigators network. These students were able, in spite of Green High’s 

emphasis on passing the state exit exam creating a culture of low-expectations, to 

navigate postsecondary opportunities and obtain a modest amount of 

postsecondary preparation. All the students I interviewed at GHS who were 

assertive navigators were not only enrolled in AP courses, but all students in this 

network group specifically indicated they were going to apply and enroll in a 

four-year college. Two of the students were preparing to enroll in a state 

university, one student said she would attend community college for two years 

and then enroll in a state university, one freshman said she was planning to enroll 

in a prestigious private university in the state and then use Dartmouth as her “back 

up school.” Lastly, one student was already accepted to one of the highly sought 

after flagship state universities, which was the only school where he applied. 

Table 17 provides a matrix of the assertive navigators. 
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Table 17 
Assertive Navigators Student Profiles 

Name Classification Race/Ethnicity GPA non-AP or 
AP 

Family 
Education 

College 
Resources 

Postsecondary 
aspirations 

Angela Senior Black, African-
American  

3.5 GPA Just enrolled 
in AP 
Statistics 

Foster parents 
have some 
college, 
biological 
family has no 
college 
education 

College & 
career 
center; will 
get free 
tuition 
because she 
is in foster 
care 

Attend state 
university to 
study nursing 

Melissa Senior African-
American 

3.5 GPA, top 
10% of class 

AP Statistics, 
Pre-AP 
Physics, AP 
English, AP 
Government, 
took Pre-AP 
in MS 

Mom went back 
to school but 
didn't go to 
college straight 
out of HS. 
Mom is 
working on her 
masters 

College & 
career center 

Attending state 
university to 
study nursing 

Lisa Senior Hispanic A/B student Always 
taken AP in 
high school, 
took AP in 
middle 
school as 
well 

Neither of her 
parents went to 
college 

Coaches 
pushed her, 
you have to 
pass to play 
sports 

Community 
college 1st 2 
yrs, then 
transfer to state 
university 

Julio Senior Mexican-
American 

3.9 
something 
GPA; 1st in 
his class 

Always 
taken AP and 
dual credit; 
Has 18 
college 
credits 
already from 
dual credit 
courses 

Dad dropped 
out of 
elementary 
school, but his 
dad is doing 
well 
considering his 
education level 

College & 
career center 

Already 
accepted to 
state flagship, 
Will study 
veterinarian 
medicine 

Kevin Freshman African-
American 

3.2 GPA  All pre-AP 
class 

Dad graduated 
from high 
school, mom 
went to junior 
college, his 
mother is in 
beauty school 

AVID, 
African-
American 
parent org. 
raises 
scholarship 
money 

 Enroll in a 
state university 

Kendra Freshman African-
American 

3.9 GPA All pre-AP 
classes  

Dad has a BA 
in business 

AVID, 
university 
sponsored 
outreach 
program 

Ivy League, 
Dartmouth is 
her fallback 
plan 

Vanessa Senior  Mexican  Top 5% of 
class  

In all AP 
courses 

Dad is a 
licensed 
machinist, mom 
plans to go 
back to school 

College and 
career center 

State university, 
study 
architecture 
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What made these students self-assured in capturing postsecondary 

resources were their advantages in personal characteristics. Also, placement in 

structures like AP courses connected them to a highly motivated peer group. 

Students enrolled in AP courses because they were highly self-motivated, but 

their parents also motivated them to take challenges and access resources that 

would improve their chances of going to college. Like the master navigators at 

BHS, the GHS assertive navigators could be distinguished by some personal 

advantages: first, their parents’ higher educational attainment and both their 

financial and work circumstances allowed time to take an active role in their 

child’s school day and assist with postsecondary planning. Also, in this school, 

the tracking structure seemed to create some advantages for these students: many 

of these students were tracked into AP courses that enabled them to get access to 

shared information about postsecondary resources. As a result, students in this 

network group developed skills in assertiveness and how to take hold of 

postsecondary resources within an accountability culture at GHS that was void of 

postsecondary emphasis.  

 Upwardly mobile and involved parents. Out of all the students I 

interviewed at GHS, the assertive navigators had the highest parent educational 

attainment. The highest parent educational level among the students was a 

master’s degree, one student’s father had a BA in business, and one student 

reported his mother had an associate’s degree and was going to beauty school.  
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For example, one student Angela had been with the same foster family for seven 

years. Her foster family was extremely supportive, according to Angela and 

provided a good example because they had everything they needed “cars, money 

they have jobs” and went to some college. Angela wanted to give back to her 

foster family by going even further than they did by matriculating to and finishing 

college.  

 Four of the eight assertive navigators had parents who did not go to 

college, but their parents did experience social mobility and were now in the 

position to be highly involved in their children’s schooling. Vanessa’s parents 

were both born in Mexico. Her father came to the U.S. when he was 16, and her 

mother was 3 when she emigrated from Mexico. Vanessa’s father did not finish 

middle school, and went to work as a machinist. His boss sent him to trade school 

to learn how to work on machinery. Vanessa’s mom wanted to be so involved in 

her schooling that she got a job as the principal’s secretary at GHS. Vanessa said,  

 
My mom is thinking about going back to school for business and get her 
certification in accounting. My mom always said when you go to high 
school I’m going to go to high school with you, and when you go to 
college I’m going to go to college with you. 

 
Julio’s father did not go beyond an elementary school education, but he did 

financially well for himself as a driver for construction and he was a homeowner. 

Julio said his father has, “come this far and actually done something with his life 

without really any education. He’s told me he wants to see me do it better than 

him. He wants me to be better off than him.” Jade’s mother as well was a positive 



 

212 

 

example of how education can provide upward mobility. Her mother had a 

turbulent childhood and was kicked out of the house in middle school, and after 

that ordeal Jade’s mother never went to school. Seven years ago Jade’s mother 

went back to school, “went to college and got her degree, and now she’s a 

surgical tech. She does surgery with doctors.” 

 Assertive navigators’ parents were in the financial position and had 

flexible work situations that enabled them to make their child’s education the 

center of their lives. While Vanessa’s mother was the principal’s secretary at her 

school, Jade’s mother, who was a nurse “changed her schedule, so now she works 

the night shift so she could be available for daytime” for meetings and school 

events. Principal Calder encouraged Jade’s mom to “stay involved because your 

voice is making a huge change.” Jade said, “That’s why she changed her work 

shift, because she needs to attend to me and my brother a lot. Every time there’s a 

problem she’s up here. She drops me off. She talks about everything’s fixed.” 

Assertive navigators also had parents who were highly involved in their 

academics because their parents were in a privileged position to do so. Six of the 

eight assertive navigators described parents who had both the socioeconomic 

stability and a work schedule that enabled them to visit the high school for 

meetings during the day—because they had high skilled or White-collar 

professions—and are actively involved with the assertive navigators’ academics.  

 Low level of rigor. Green High’s focus on passing the state exit exam 

gave little priority to preparing for postsecondary education. Assertive navigators 
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who were seniors had nearly four years to witness the impact of the state exit 

exam on their academic preparation. Of the five assertive navigators who were 

seniors, three discussed how the emphasis on passing the state exam lowered 

academic expectations in their AP courses and offered few opportunities to be 

prepared for and connected to postsecondary resources.  

 Even though advanced placement courses were suppose to underscore 

college level rigor, students questioned whether they were actually being prepared 

for college because, “Honestly, I don’t think that I’m… I’m not gonna say I’m not 

prepared because it will be different and things are going to change, but here they 

focus more on the state exam stuff and all the time it’s all about the state exam.” 

Assertive navigators felt the continued focus on passing the state exit exam, even 

though they had already passed all subject areas of the exam, hindered their 

ability to make connections to postsecondary resources. As one senior Melissa 

said when I asked her if GHS prepared students for college, “Not really. Just, they 

don’t… I don’t wanna say they don’t focus on people going to college but like I 

said it’s all about the state exam.” 

 Critical of teacher instruction. Emphasis on preparing for the state exam 

also influenced teacher instructional quality and tenure. Assertive navigators 

questioned their AP teachers’ ability to adequately prepare them for college in 

light of constant emphasis on the state exam. Also, because the stressful testing 

culture created high teacher turnover, assertive navigators felt they were unable to 

build quality relationships with teachers that could lead to meaningful connections 
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to postsecondary resources.  Three of the five assertive navigators who were 

seniors, upon reflecting on the level of college preparation they received now that 

they were about to matriculate to college, questioned whether their teachers 

effectively instructed them and prepared them for college.  

 Students were uncertain whether their teachers had the experience and 

training to prepare them for college, especially because high expectations were 

not set in their AP courses. Melissa said her government teacher “hasn’t really 

advanced in his teaching” and that he is “always teaching the same stuff.” Melissa 

did not feel challenged in the class especially considering the teacher had yet to 

test them on what they were learning the entire year.  

 Building relationships with teachers was difficult because according to 

Angela, “I’ve never had a math teacher stay at the school and teach me the whole 

school year. Freshman year we had two different math teachers, one of them quit 

second semester, so I had two.” With high teacher turnover, students did not have 

high expectations for teachers; students equated good teaching to being a “stable 

teacher” they can form trusting relationships with.  

 With inexperienced teachers instructing their AP courses and high teacher 

turnover, assertive navigators knew they were “missing out on what they need to 

do in school.” Julio said even though GHS needs more experienced teachers he 

has adjusted, because, “It’s my education and I have a choice of whether I want to 

learn or not.” 
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 “I don’t do homework.” Even though students were enrolled in AP 

courses that were supposed to offer rigorous preparation for college, the school’s 

focus on the basic skill preparation of the state exam left little room for quality 

instruction that would require extensive studying. Five of the eight assertive 

navigators said they “do not do homework”, “do not study” or “never study.” 

Students had time to study in class or do their homework in “another class or 

during class.” 

 Kendra, a freshman whose goal was to attend an Ivy League college said,  

 I don’t study, like in class for me. I don’t like homework or studying or 
 anything like that, so if they give me homework or they say study, I study 
 in class. That’s the only time I do it. I try not to talk. That’s the time that I 
 usually get stuff done and do my homework and stuff. I usually do it in 
 class. So I don’t have to go home and do it. When I get home, I don’t want 
 to have to worry about when there is a paper due. 
 

Thus, Kendra’s “I don’t do homework” at home rule did not match the studying 

stamina she would need to make it at an Ivy League institution.  

 Advantages in their peer network. A combination of structural 

advantages such as enrollment in AP and being among the top ten percent of the 

class fostered a strong and connected peer group of high achievers. Five of the 

eight assertive navigators reported GPAs that placed them in a supportive but 

competitive peer group in the top ten percent of the class. Students in this peer 

group shared information about taking dual credit courses and created healthy 

competition among each other in class rank. For seniors who had been in AP 

classes with their “academically focused” peer group since freshmen year 
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according to Vanessa, “It’s helpful to have our classes together because we aren’t 

afraid or embarrassed to ask questions, we just kind of trust each other. Helping 

each other maintain their grades.” Having a peer group in the top of the class 

helped them maintain a level of competitiveness that would be useful “especially 

in college since there is the best of the best there.” The five students in the top ten 

percent peer group had GPAs that ranged from 3.5 to 3.99. One student, Vanessa, 

indicated she was in the top 5%, and Julio knew that he was going to be the 

salutatorian or valedictorian.  

The remaining three assertive navigators still had GPAs over 3.2, which 

would be considered at least in the top 15% at GHS, and because they were also 

enrolled in AP courses, they were surrounded by peers that would motivate them 

to accomplish their academic and college goals. This high accomplished peer 

group taught each other how to navigate GHS and where and how to get 

connected to postsecondary resources, because GHS did not have mechanisms in 

place to connect them to these resources. Thus, these students relied heavily on 

their peers to steer their college pathways.  

 Capturing postsecondary resources. Enrollment in AP courses 

connected assertive navigators to a highly motivated peer group. The combination 

of a motivating peer group who shared ideas about how to get connected to 

resources as well as parents who were in the position to be highly involved in 

their schooling, taught students in this network group how to be assertive and 

grasp postsecondary resources. Within the high-pressure accountability culture, 
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few systems were in place to get students connected to postsecondary resources. 

Assertive navigators had to be aggressive, self-motivated, and seek out 

postsecondary resources on their own. Their assertiveness connected them to 

resources like the college and career center, and to institutional agents. Students 

sought out institutional agents whom they formed trusting relationships with and 

connected them to postsecondary resources. Students’ connection to institutional 

agents was not a school sponsored systematic support.   

 All assertive navigators described ways in which they had to capture 

postsecondary resources “persevere” and “go for the highest I can get.” Vanessa, 

who captured a community college dual credit course in order to save her parents 

money in college tuition, got some of her basic college courses out of the way, 

and started taking pre-requisites in architecture, which she had already chosen as 

a college major. Vanessa,   

 Did a lot of research. I knew I wanted to do architecture. My first 
 community college class was Comp 1. I just took that out of nowhere. 
 Then I was thinking about architecture and I looked at the course guide so 
 I printed it out and I was highlighting courses I could take and I took it to 
 my counselor and she said, ‘Okay well they have this at community 
 college course and they have this at community college course.’ Last 
 semester I took as many courses as I can and then I took some over the 
 summer.  
 
 Five of the eight assertive navigators reported they captured the services 

of the college and career center. When, I asked Hector the potential 

salutatorian/valedictorian how he knew about and got connected to Mr. Ruiz from 

the college and career center—who was instrumental in helping him get accepted 

to a state flagship institution— he said, “They always make announcements for 
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the college and career center to go do your online applications, which is to apply 

to colleges.” Through the university sponsored outreach program that supported 

Mr. Ruiz’s services, students were able to go on college tours, receive vouchers to 

pay for the SAT, and go on college visits out of the state. Vanessa already had the 

grades and her plans to go to architecture school outlined in detail, but capturing 

the resources of and working with Mrs. Williams in the college and career center 

gave her “that final person to help me out.” Vanessa said if students are serious 

about taking the necessary steps to go to college and take the initiative to walk 

through the door to use the college and career center, Mrs. Williams will go above 

and beyond for the student to make sure they get into a college. Vanessa said, 

 Mrs. Williams has been calling a lot of schools for me. She was the one 
 who called the school of architecture at [state university] and sent them all 
 my information personally and talked to the dean to get me in and she was 
 crying when she found out I got in, and we were both crying together.  
 
 All assertive navigators had personal supports that helped them obtain 

postsecondary resources. Angela, a senior student council president who had 

already been accepted to a state four-year university, was a remarkable case. With 

a peer group connecting her to college information, supportive foster parents, and 

quality social services, Angela learned from these personal supports how to 

navigate the system to meet her college goals. Angela knew how to capture 

resources that would enable her to both get her college application fees waved, 

but also get free college tuition. Angela said,  

 Some people just say I’ll do it myself but if you want help with it you 
 want to get a free way. You don’t want to pay that $38…. Because then 
 you get free lunch, most people get free lunch. 
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 Angela when on to say how social services actually promote her going to 

college: 

 CPS (child protective services) also motivates me because it’s free. What 
 is a better word than free? There is no better word than free….Tuition and 
 fees are waived for foster kids in the state or if you have been adopted 
 something like that. I didn’t get adopted because it’s more benefit if I 
 didn’t get adopted. I have this program where they give you scholarships 
 and all the money you need. You get everything. 
  
 Thus, even though Angela was in a challenging position in foster care, she 

had supportive structures that taught her how to be assertive, capture resources, 

and navigate her college trajectory.  

 Similar to the master navigators at BHS who by chance were connected to 

resources that advantaged them in their level of postsecondary preparedness, 

assertive navigators at GHS also got connected to college resources in 

idiosyncratic ways. Similar to students at BHS, the assertive navigators grasped a 

number of resources like AVID, the college and career center, SAT prep courses, 

dual credit, and university sponsored college outreach program to assist them in 

achieving their college aspirations. Yet, students captured these resources 

themselves. School wide systematic supports were not responsible for students’ 

connections to aforementioned college resources.   

 AVID. Another way in which students had to connect themselves to post-

secondary resources was ironically through the AVID program. AVID did a good 

job advertising its program, but students had to enroll themselves in the class in 

order to capture the resources the program had to offer. At least three of the eight 
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students elected to enroll in AVID. All three freshmen in the assertive navigator 

group were enrolled in AVID, and were planning ahead for their four-year college 

goals. Kevin said in AVID, “it’s all on the students to apply themselves”, but once 

students take advantage of AVID they received a host of college information and 

preparatory experiences like writing letters of interest to perspective colleges. 

Kendra said AVID requires every student enrolled to take an interests survey and 

list what college they have already researched.   

Network 2: The Disengaged Navigators 

Five of the 17 students interviewed at GHS were academically disengaged 

but they had four-year college aspirations, and one student had already been 

accepted to several colleges. However, placement in non-AP courses that mainly 

prepared them for passing the state exit exam created a sense of boredom and 

made these students increasingly nonchalant about how they navigated toward 

college. These students all had the GPAs to go to a four-year college, but because 

their non-AP courses primarily focused on state exit exam preparation, they were 

not academically prepared for college. Table 18 provides a matrix of the 

disengaged navigators.  
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Table 18 
Disengaged Navigators Student Profile 

 

Verbally motivating parents. Students in this network group talked about 

how their parents gave verbal praise and encouragement, and even regularly 

checked their grades, but their parents were not directly involved in what was 

taking place in their school day. Three of five disengaged navigators’ parents had 

some college or a college degree, and one of these student’s mom was a nurse. 

However, even though most of their parents were college educated, when 

Name Classification Race/Ethnicity GPA no-AP or AP Family 
Educational 

Level 

College 
Resources 

Postsecondary 
aspirations 

Alicia Junior Mixed with 
Dominican, 
Black, Cuban, 
& White; 
adopted by a 
White family 

80s & 
90s 

Took AP in 
Maine & 
when 1st came 
to GHS, but 
wasn't made 
aware of 
options @ 
GHS 

Mom is 
registered 
nurse, dad has 
associates/ 
degree  

English 
teacher has 
students 
search for 
colleges 20 
minutes 
every Friday 

Become a teacher, 
go to a teacher 
college or attend a 
state university 

Nicole Junior/Senior British 
American, 
Black, white, 
Mexican, and 
Indian 

3.8 GPA Was in AP 9th 
& 10th grade 
but not this 
year, didn't 
want as much 
pressure on 
her 

Will be 1st in 
family to go to 
college 

Gets 
connected to 
college 
volleyball 
recruiters 

Private in-state 4 
year college or 
state university 

April Senior Black 3.0 GPA Took pre-AP 
in middle 
school, didn't 
take AP in 
high school 

Mom went to a 
couple of years 
of college 

The college 
and career 
center 

Accepted to state 
university, 
studying criminal 
justice, wants to 
be a social worker 

Layla Freshman African-
American, 
father is a 
minister 

Mostly 
Bs 

Not enrolled 
in any Pre-AP 
or AP, she 
heard from 
friends its 
hard  

Most of her 
family went to 
college 

  Plans on going to 
college on an 
athletic 
scholarship 

Terrence Freshman African-
American 

Mostly 
Bs 

Not enrolled 
in any AP 
courses 

Will be the first 
in family to go 
to college 

AVID, 
young men 
leadership 
program 

His brother is 
going to college so 
he plans to do the 
same 
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compared to the assertive navigators, these students’ parents did not have the 

same level of proactive involvement in their schooling.  

Instead of hands on assistance with schooling, four of the five disengaged 

navigators described the verbal praise parents offered. Layla said her parents give 

“little speeches” if she either does well in school or if she is in need of academic 

improvement. Alicia’s parents have been so preoccupied with dealing with her 

brother’s mishaps in college they just simply encourage her to enroll and, 

Right now, they don’t really care what school I go to they just want me to 
go to a college. Because they do a lot of my brother’s…because my 
brother, he dropped out his first year because he didn’t want to do 
anymore and then he tried to go back this year and they took away all his 
financial aid so my mom couldn’t afford…she’s just: I can’t afford all the 
college fees. So, my brother is going to a community college now so she 
just …she doesn’t care if we go to community college or anything. She 
just wants us to get there and go somewhere.  
 

Thus, Alicia’s parents gave encouragement, but when it came to her academics 

she said, “We really don’t talk about it.”  

 No school pressure toward AP. Since GHS did not emphasize enrolling 

in AP courses because there was so much focus on state exam preparation and 

remediation, students in this network group—despite strong college motivation 

and good grades were less likely to enroll in AP courses. Without pressure from 

GHS and their parents to enroll in AP courses, disengaged navigators were not 

pressed to take extra academic challenges that would help prepare them for their 

four-year college aspirations. 

 Nicole was enrolled in AP courses her freshmen and sophomore year but 

her Junior year she decided “to maybe take it a little bit easier and not have so 
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much pressure on me than I was.” Brandon was enrolled in AVID, which has a 

national standard of requiring students to take at least one AP course, but GHS 

did not require him to enroll in any AP courses. Brandon chose to “enroll in non-

AP classes first to see how hard they are.” 

 Lack of rigor.  Since students were not pressured to enroll in AP courses, 

they were in non-AP courses that did not offer them much of an academic 

challenge. The instruction in their non-AP courses focused on basic skills and 

preparation for the state exit exams. For this reason, disengaged navigators did not 

have to study to make good grades. 

 Since non-AP classes set low academic expectations, disengaged 

navigators did not have to put much effort into making grades that would get them 

into a four-year college. Students in this network group recognized that their 

classmates in the non-AP classes “just don’t care” and are trying to “take it easy.” 

Consequently, unlike assertive navigators, a peer group who was disengaged from 

learning because they were not academically challenged in their non-AP classes 

influenced disengaged navigators.  

 Three of the five disengaged navigators admitted, they did not need to 

study to make good grades in their non-AP classes, especially because the sole 

focus of these courses was state exam preparation. Disengaged navigators said 

they could still make As and Bs even when they “just do their work and get over 

with it” or if they write a paper the day before it’s due. Alicia experienced 

academic boredom in her non-AP classes and said, “Now, my junior year I 
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just…things have gone downhill. I just don’t really care for school that much 

anymore. I feel like I come just to do it during the day so that I’m not bored.” 

Alicia just did not want to go to her classes anymore because her classes were 

“just really easy.” When Alicia moved to Green from Maine her sophomore year, 

she was enrolled in all pre-AP classes. She said compared to her pre-AP classes in 

Maine the same course at GHS was “easy,” plus she was never assigned 

homework. Alicia said, “In Maine I would go home and my backpack would be 

so full of homework from my Pre-AP courses, and at GHS I go home with my 

backpack empty.” Unlike her peers in this network group, Alicia did not elect to 

be enrolled in non-AP courses the following year; the decision was made for her. 

According to Alicia the next school year she showed up and there were not any 

AP courses listed on her schedule. She said she was new to GHS and did not 

know the counseling staff, and for this reason did not know how to fix the 

problem. As a result Alicia was enrolled in non-AP courses that did not provide 

much of an academic challenge for her. Alicia knew what she needed to do to 

make good grades in her non-AP courses, but because they were easy, she lost 

interest in what she was learning and frequently skipped classes. 

 Finally, disengaged navigators were apathetic about their non-AP courses 

because it “feels like it’s all about the test, the test, the test. I know we have to 

pass the state exam because our school is not acceptable and it’s our last year but 

it’s just…it’s annoying.” Disengaged navigators knew their non-AP courses were 

not preparing them for their four-year college plans because they were not “going 
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out of high school into college about the state exam” they’re going to college to 

“learn about other things.” Alicia said, “I want to learn about different things 

other than just state exam problems.”  

 Although their non-AP courses left them academically unprepared, all 

disengaged navigators had the GPAs to achieve their goal of enrolling in a four-

year college. Alicia, Nicole, and April had been accepted to a historically Black 

public four-year institution, three state institutions, and one private four-year 

institution. Layla balanced sports and athletics so she could eventually go to 

college on an athletic scholarship, and finally Terrence’s brother was preparing to 

enroll in the local historically Black college, and he wanted to follow in his 

brother’s footsteps. Yet, compared to the college going kids at BHS their level of 

preparation was significantly worse.  

 Institutional agents as motivators. Disengaged navigators had four-year 

college aspirations but the school’s focus on the state exit exam along with the 

students’ enrollment in non-AP courses that focused on basic skills offered them 

few opportunities to receive college preparation. Disengaged navigators did not 

receive academic preparation for their four-year college aspirations at GHS, but 

they did receive isolated motivation from teachers who served as institutional 

agents. These teachers helped students realize their four-year college aspirations. 

Institutional agents who provided postsecondary information in non-AP courses 

elected to do so on their own. Systematic supports from the school were not 

responsible for these connections to resources in non-AP courses.  
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 Three of the students who were classified as either juniors or seniors 

identified Ms. Lucas and Mr. Trent as institutional agents who consistently 

embedded college preparation in their instruction. Alicia realized she was 

interested in one of the public historically Black institutions while in Ms. Lucas’s 

class because every Friday they spent 20 minutes looking up colleges in her 

English class. Alicia learned the college “has a cheer team, so I can try out for 

cheer and maybe get a scholarship for that and it was a teacher school. And you 

can get a doctorate degree too. I thought that was a good one.” Mr. Trent also 

required 20 minutes of college research in his English class every Friday, and that 

was how Nicole got connected to “financial aid, how much tuition is going to 

cost.” Yet, despite the support in aspiration building these students, given the low 

level of preparation in the non-AP courses, were left largely unprepared for 

college level work. 

Network 3: Navigating the Vocational Track 

Four out of 17 of the student participants at Green High School were 

navigating the vocational track. When compared to the previous two network 

groups, students who were navigating the vocational track possessed the lowest 

set of personal advantages. None of the students’ parents in this network group 

obtained beyond a high school diploma. Moreover, all students reported family 

educational attainment and social class circumstances where their parent dropped 

out of school to “start working.” For this reason, students in this network had 

working class parents or parents in vocational occupations as examples. This 
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network group was directed toward a vocational track versus a four-year college 

track. Table 19 provides a student profile matrix of the students navigating the 

vocational track. 

Table 19 
Students Navigating the Vocational Track Profile 
Name Classification Race/Ethnicity GPA non-AP or 

AP 
Family 
Educational 
Level 

College 
Resources 

Postsecondary 
Plans 

Davey Senior White 2.4 GPA Took Pre-AP 
in middle 
school. In 
Alabama he 
didn't apply 
himself 

Several family 
members 
dropped out of 
high school or 
college 

The internet, 
GHS auto tech 
program 
connected to 
resources 

Auto tech 
school or the 
National Guard 

Elisa Senior Mexican, 
parents came to 
the U.S. when 
they were very 
young. 

2.6 GPA Didn't take 
AP because 
he didn't 
want to do 
summer 
reading for 
English 

Mom dropped 
out of middle 
school to help 
family, dad 
dropped out in 
elementary 
school to start 
working 

Her 
Government 
teacher Coach 
Ivy invites 
different 
colleges to 
speak, 
especially 
career tech 
colleges 

Accepted to 
technical school 
to become a 
medical 
assistant 

Manny Senior Mom born in 
Mexico, he is 
born in US, 
raised mostly 
in Mexico 

2.0 GPA Decided to 
take an AP 
class Senior 
year to have 
more of a 
challenge 

Mother fought 
for him to be 
born in U.S., 
family doesn't 
have much of 
an education 

Devry came to 
the high school, 
went to college 
& career center 
to complete 
financial aid, 
etc.  

Going to Devry 
to study video 
gaming, has 
already started 
taking some 
free classes 

Jeff Senior White, parents 
are Irish & 
Italian, he is 
adopted 

80s and 
above 

Took AP 
courses in 
New Jersey; 
had trouble 
transferring 
his credits 

  Become a 
personal trainer 
& get personal 
trainer license. 

 
More challenging family circumstances. Three of the four students in 

this network group came from low-income family circumstances, and one 

student’s family could be categorized as working class. The students’ parents 

worked very hard and encouraged them to obtain a high school education, but 

because their parents did not receive more than a high school diploma and for the 
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most part performed unskilled jobs, parents more than often did not have 

information necessary to guide the postsecondary trajectories of students in this 

network category.  

All students said their parents “fight for what they want” and like Manny 

the students realized their parents’ “generation doesn’t have much of an 

education.” Jeff was the only student among the four whose parents graduated 

from high school. Jeff whose dad is a plumber explained, “My parents are both 

extremely hard workers. My Dad, he’s always working. It’s like he’s never 

home.” The students’ parents were not in the position to pursue beyond a high 

school education, but worked hard. Davey said of his eight brothers and sisters 

only one graduated from high school, and his mother “was pregnant with my 

older brother at a young age so she didn’t finish, I think my dad dropped out like 

8th or 9th grade.” Elisa’s parents grew up in Mexico and when they came to the 

U.S. her mom, “got up to middle school and she dropped out to help her family.  

And my dad, he dropped out in elementary to start working.” Students low-

income and working class parents did not know how to assist them in making 

decisions about their postsecondary trajectories.  

 Struggling academically. This network group had the lowest GPAs when 

compared to the previous two network groups. Jeff moved to Green from New 

Jersey his junior year and said he had approximately a B average, but the 

remaining three students on the vocational track had GPAs that ranged from 2.0 to 

2.4. These three students admitted struggling academically at some point. Davey 
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said, “I’m really not smart.” Manny failed his sophomore year, and had to catch 

up through the computer based credit recovery program. Students did not study, 

and they did not associate their low GPAs with their lack of studying. Due to their 

academic struggles all students in this network group said matriculating to a four-

year college is “not for me.” Challenging family circumstances, such as financial 

obstacles and social class status, also contributed to feelings of intimidation about 

their academic abilities and pursuing a college track. Therefore academic 

insecurities easily steered students from this network group to the vocational 

track.   

 Connections to vocational education. Students in this network group 

struggled academically, and their parents did not have the knowledge to assist 

them with their postsecondary choices. Therefore, students in this network found 

vocational education to be the best option. Their non-AP courses did not connect 

them to resources for four-year colleges, but three out of the four students in this 

network group said recruiters from vocational/technical schools gave personal 

attention, time, appealed to their interests, and gave them postsecondary options 

that would enable them to immediately enter the workforce. Students in this 

category perceived obtaining a vocational degree as more of an immediate 

possibility that enrolling in a two-year or four-year college. Also, a vocational 

track would instantly place them in the workforce, offer social mobility, and place 

them in a better financial position than many of their family and community 

members.   
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 Davey was enrolled in the auto mechanic class in the career tech program 

at GHS. He received all the information “about the technical schools I actually 

found through the Auto Tech program….Yes, like [the auto technical school], 

they actually came and talked to us and then that had me thinking about cars and 

everything.” In the Auto Tech program Davey had the opportunity to get real life 

experience as an auto mechanic in Green High’s on site garage. Through a 

donation, Davey secured an old car and was able to restore it at the GHS garage. 

Elisa was also connected to several vocational/technical programs when 

they came to visit GHS. One of the programs called her and arranged a home visit 

to inform her family about the program and cost. Elisa is going to train to be a 

health care technical assistant. She said the health careers technical program, 

“Well, everything was taken care of by the, her name is Heather.  She came and 

talked to me.  She pretty much covered it all and before I got accepted, I had to 

go…I took a tour of the school and I talked to the administrator –the dean.” 

 Manny began forming an interest in computers, graphic design, and 

gaming through the GHS radio/television and audio/visual tech program. Even 

with his shaky experiences—he nearly dropped out of school—navigating high 

school, the radio/television and audio/visual tech program taught Manny practical 

computer skills that not only helped him realize his passion for computer gaming 

and design, but also connected him to potential certification programs that would 

enable him to obtain independence without delay post high school graduation.  
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Costly vocational aspirations. Vocational/technical career programs 

actively sought out these students and got them connected to their program, but 

students had no knowledge of any other postsecondary options, and as a result 

they were enrolling in costly vocational programs. Their parents who were 

already in financially fragile situations were taking out large loans to enroll them 

into vocational/technical training programs.   

Manny who would soon begin taking courses in a video game design 

program at a technical school in the summer was going to pay $25,000 a year for 

a two year program. Manny was still in search for scholarships to subsidize his 

technical training. I asked if he consulted with his parents to enroll in the 

technical program, he responded, “I'm a loner, I make my own decisions.” 

Davey’s nine-month auto technical program cost $24,000, and he said, “My mom 

is taking out a few loans to help me pay for it.” Elisa’s mother was also taking out 

loans for her $32,000, 18 month health technical careers program. Elisa was 

exploring financial aid options to help pay for school as well as working full time 

to help pay for school.  

 Parents were not aware of how to guide students in this network group 

through the postsecondary application process. Furthermore, GHS did not offer 

substantive information to these students about how to finance their vocational 

aspirations. Thus, students who were navigating the vocational track were 

entering costly vocational/technical programs, and would eventually accrue large 
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loan debt that would be difficult to repay once they began their entry level paying 

positions in their technical careers.    

Network 4: Isolated and Bounded 

 The final network group, students whose networks were isolated and 

bounded, had virtually no connections to postsecondary resources because 

students in this network group were preoccupied with trying to pass the state exit 

exam. Even though students in this network category represented such a large 

percentage of the student body, I was only able to both gain access to and 

interview one student, Xavier, who was struggling to pass the state exit exam. I 

had difficulty gaining access to students who were isolated and bounded because 

they were frequently required to participate in intervention sessions for the state 

exit exam during their elective periods. The accountability culture greatly 

impacted their postsecondary aspirations, because the majority of their school 

time was spent preparing to pass the state exit exam so they could graduate high 

school. There was one student, Xavier, I was connected to by chance, who helped 

me understand how students in this network group were disconnected from 

postsecondary resources. I also relied on interviews with faculty and students 

from other network groups to help examine how students who were isolated and 

bounded were the most disadvantaged at GHS in getting connected to 

postsecondary resources. For the most part preparing students in this network 

category for life after high school was not a concern at GHS. Students in this 

network group had few opportunities to get connected to postsecondary resources 
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because most of the academic preparation involved participation in state exam 

interventions. Finally, if a student who was required to participate in state exit 

exam interventions, like Xavier, did get connected to some postsecondary 

resources it typically happened too late. 

 An unrecognized problem. Since getting students to pass the state exit 

exams was such an overwhelming concern for faculty at GHS, preparing students 

who were isolated and bounded for life after high school, especially 

postsecondary education was not raised as a concern in my conversations with 

faculty I interviewed.  

Students had to pass all subject areas of the state exit exam in order to 

graduate from high school. At Green High nearly half of the student body 

received some form of remediation to prepare for the state exit exam. Students 

take the exit exam the spring of their 11th grade year, but if students performed 

poorly on benchmark assessments that help prepare for the state exam, they were 

as a result enrolled in intervention classes. Students who were successfully 

remediated by passing all four sections of the exit test by senior year, graduated 

high school with skills for taking a test, not skills that would prepare them for 

postsecondary work. Students who were not remediated and failed the state exam 

their 11th grade year, would have to continue intervention classes, retake the 

exam, and were in jeopardy of not graduating high school if they did not pass the 

exit exam by their senior year.  
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 According to Ms. Crockett instructional specialist, “the state mandates, the 

teachers have a different focus”, and that focus is passing the state exam not 

postsecondary preparation. Ms. Crockett went on to explain that certain students 

with structural advantages, like family support, will on their own get connected to 

postsecondary resources, but test takers like Xavier—who I will discuss later in 

this section—do not have the same home advantages to help get them connected 

to postsecondary resources.  If students in this network category do not possess 

the “internal drive to go out and make himself a better learner” their lack of 

connections to postsecondary resources goes unnoticed by faculty.  

 State exam interventions. Students with isolated and bounded networks 

were not placed in a position to prepare for postsecondary education let alone 

have opportunities to explore where their interest lie, because they spent most of 

the school day participating in state exam interventions. Angela expressed 

frustration for a friend who was misled that her state exam intervention would 

count toward high school credits she needed to graduate. Angela explained, “one 

of my friends had math models [a state exam intervention class] and she thought it 

was going to take over for her Algebra 2 but it didn’t.” Thus, the friend was not 

accumulating the Carnegie units she needed to graduate because her schedule was 

filled with intervention classes instead of credit granting classes. Enrolling in 

required state exam interventions not only took away elective classes where 

students could explore other academic interests, but it also took over space in their 

course schedule that should be used to take courses required to graduate. Angela 
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said the math intervention course was “pointless” because, “It doesn’t count for 

your math credit.” 

 Getting connected too late. Finally, students with isolated and bounded 

networks who were interested in going to college were connected to college 

information too late. I by chance met Xavier, a senior struggling to pass the state 

exit exam. Xavier was running an errand for Ms. Crockett, noticed I was an 

unfamiliar face looking for a classroom, and just walked up to me and introduced 

himself. When I told Xavier I was a Ph.D. student, he expressed an interest in 

going to college. I asked him if he wouldn’t mind allowing me to interview him 

for my research, and then we could talk about his plans for going to college. 

 During our interview Xavier said his main college goal was to attend the 

local historically Black college, but he would also attend the local community 

college as a backup plan because he knew, “ I don’t have the grades to go 

somewhere big so I couldn’t go somewhere big.” I asked Xavier if he visited the 

college and career center to start his online college applications, register for the 

SAT, etc. He said “no, I tried to go in their once, but the lady made me leave 

because she said I was fooling around.” Xavier promised that if I made an 

appointment with the college and career center and went with him, he would get 

the various application processes started. It was not until after Xavier and I went 

down to the college and career center, began his college application process, 

registered him for the SAT, and registered his mother for a FAFSA workshop, 
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that I learned from the instructional coaches as a senior he still had not passed the 

science and math segments of the state exit exam.  

 Xavier had college aspirations, but his lack of parent support or 

knowledge about going to college, and his constant preparation for the state exit 

exam so he could graduate high school, left few opportunities for faculty at GHS 

to take notice that he may have some form of postsecondary aspirations. Ms. 

Crockett, the instructional specialist was the only person to recognize that even 

with his struggle to pass the state exit exam, Xavier possessed postsecondary 

aspirations. Xavier nominated Ms. Crockett as his institutional agent because, 

 She was the one that actually made me looked forward, because I 
 normally, when I first started out it was like I didn’t care. But when I got
 to know her she started helping me, and she started helping me know more
 of the other teachers. And once I got connected to other teachers, they
 started  helping me.  
 
Conclusion 

 Accountability pressures impeded all students’ connections to 

postsecondary opportunities at GHS. Since GHS was focused on preparing 

students for the state exit exam and not postsecondary preparation, students had to 

be self-motivated and take it upon themselves to prepare to get into college. For 

the most part students at GHS had to figure out on their own how to get connected 

to postsecondary resources. Even though GHS had lower academic expectations 

and postsecondary preparedness when compared to BHS, students at both schools 

were similarly stratified in their connections to networks of opportunity. Four 

network groups emerged at GHS: the assertive navigators, the disengaged 
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navigators, students navigating the vocational track, and students whose networks 

were isolated and bounded.  

 Assertive navigators had personal advantages that enabled them to easily 

get connected to postsecondary resources. Due to their flexible work schedules, 

their parents were able to be actively involved in their schooling and even attend 

meetings at the school during the day. Even though students were encouraged by 

parents to enroll in AP, these students were for the most part self-motivated and 

elected to enroll in AP. Students learned how to access postsecondary resources 

from their parents, their peer group, and their institutional agents. GHS did not 

purposefully connect theses students to resources like AVID, or dual credit, and 

the college and career center. For this reason, these students had to take it upon 

themselves to connect to these resources.  

 Disengaged navigators had four-year college aspirations, but their non-AP 

courses that offered basic skills instruction did not prepare them for college. 

Students were connected to postsecondary information not because of systematic 

school supports, but because of institutional agents in their non-AP courses who 

elected to push a college going agenda.   

 Students on the vocational track had the most challenging family 

circumstances when compared to the previous two network groups. These 

students’ parents had no more than a high school diploma and performed 

unskilled labor or working class jobs. Their parents did not know how to help 

them prepare for postsecondary education. Since many of their parents had a 
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lifetime of financial instability, these students chose to obtain vocational training 

so they could quickly enter the workforce.  

 Finally, students whose networks were isolated and bounded never had the 

opportunity to develop any form of postsecondary aspirations because they had 

not yet passed the state exit exam. GHS was doing whatever was necessary, such 

as enrolling these students in state exam interventions, to get these students to 

pass all exams so that they may graduate. However, constant remediation and 

state exam intervention, meant students could possibly graduate from high school 

without any preparation to make them qualified to either enter the workforce or 

some form of postsecondary education. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

SUMMARY OF THE RESEARCH FINDINGS AND CONCLUSION 

Review of the Research Questions  

 As a review the following research questions guided the analysis and 

preceding summary of findings in Chapters 4 through 7.  

1. How do the institutional structures and the sets of relationships 

connecting students to postsecondary resources compare across 

high schools of differing socioeconomic and racial/ethnic 

compositions? 

2. How do individual students interact with institutional structures 

and sets of relationships, and how does that interaction influence 

students’ postsecondary pathways? 

Chapter 4, a portrait of Brown High School, and Chapter 6, a portrait of 

Green High School answered research question one. In both chapters I captured 

ways in which institutional and organizational structures shaped students’ 

networks of opportunity. Thus, each high school because of its unique racial and 

socioeconomic composition—either integrated or segregated—had a different set 

of structures that influenced how students connected to postsecondary resources.  

Chapter 5, a portrait of students’ opportunity networks at BHS, and 

Chapter 7, a portrait of students’ opportunity networks at GHS, answered research 

question two. In each of these chapters I uncovered how the interaction between 

students’ unique personal advantages and disadvantages, such as family 
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educational attainment, socioeconomic status, etc. and the high school’s 

organizational structures shaped the way in which students navigate their 

networks of opportunity. In both the integrated and segregated high schools, 

inequalities in students’ personal characteristics were magnified when intersected 

with existing unequal organizational structures within the school. In consequence, 

stratification in educational opportunities, specifically access to postsecondary 

preparation, occurred.   

Also, at both high schools the interaction between students’ personal 

characteristics, existing unequal structures within the school, and institutional 

inequities external to the school—such as resource inequities between schools 

across the school district—derailed students’ educational pathways, i.e. networks 

of opportunity. The integrated and segregated high schools were mutually 

stratified into four distinctive student network groups; nevertheless, only one 

network group out of four was fully engaged in the academic opportunities each 

high school had to offer. Students who were wholly connected to postsecondary 

preparatory resources either did so by chance, or had the privilege of 

accumulating resources over time.  

In the subsequent sections, I summarize my research findings, answering 

each research question with respect to each high school portrait: Brown High 

School, the racially and socioeconomically integrated high school and; Green 

High School, the racially and socioeconomically segregated high school. For each 

high school I review how students’ networks of opportunity within were 
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influenced by school level structures and personal level structures. I also offer a 

set of lessons learned from each high school portrait. 

Finally, in the summary of the research findings I conduct a cross portrait 

comparison between the racially and socioeconomically integrated high school 

and the segregated high school (see Table 20). I describe how both high schools 

offered very different levels of postsecondary preparation. Brown High School 

overall presented a more academically rigorous instruction and postsecondary 

preparation. Green High’s inability to build the capacity to serve its growing low-

income student population and its struggles with accountability pressures 

generated a overall lower set of academic expectations and postsecondary 

preparation than Brown High School.  

Brown High School 

 From the outside Brown High appeared to espouse appreciation of the 

academic and interpersonal learning opportunities—such as promoting 

democratic citizenship (Gurin et al., 2004)—that could be achieved because of the 

high school’s diversity in student enrollment. The abundance of academic 

resources offered overall advantages, when compared to other high schools across 

the district, in accessing preparation for postsecondary education. Conversely, on 

the inside Brown upheld its reputation of optimal opportunities to learn for some 

students, but inopportunity for most. A select group of truly academically 

integrated students acquired along their k-12 pipeline the information to unlock 

the code for what it takes to successfully navigate towards their postsecondary 
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aspirations. Since connections to postsecondary preparation resources were 

unsystematic, only a select group of students had the fortune to be truly integrated 

in school. The remaining students, not privileged to ascertain the decryption for 

navigating school, were left to their own devices to configure how to survive high 

school let alone achieve any postsecondary aspirations.  

  Research question one. Ideally, Brown High was a racially and 

socioeconomically integrated school that offered students from lower performing 

schools the hope of elevating their networks of opportunity, because as one 

teacher explained parents trust “the school is going to take care of that.” Students 

from all over the district transferred to BHS to access the school’s vast 

educational resources and opportunities. However, certain structures shaped the 

course of students’ educational trajectories, and determined whether or not they 

would gain access to the abundant educational opportunities BHS had to offer. 

Structures would either guide students towards immense opportunities to achieve 

their postsecondary aspirations, or towards a pathway that led students to very 

few or no opportunities to academically connect to BHS.  

 Some structures that determined a student’s academic course upon 

entering Brown High were the quality of a student’s previous schooling 

experiences, course tracking mechanisms, and faculty perceptions of students who 

transferred from lower performing schools. Additional structures that produced 

inequalities in connections to postsecondary resources were the academic 
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unpreparedness of transfer students and unmethodical connections to 

postsecondary services like the college and career center. 

  In terms of course tracking, when compared to other groups, Latino 

students and economically disadvantaged students were greatly underrepresented 

in AP courses when compared to their overall representation of the student body. 

Students could also be tracked to the academic bottom if they previously attended 

a low performing elementary or middle school that left them unprepared for the 

academically advanced BHS. Due to the level of unpreparedness of students who 

matriculated from these lower performing schools, faculty often set lower 

expectations for these students because they were unfamiliar with how to meet 

their academic needs. Most teachers were use to tailoring their instruction for the 

affluent students who came to BHS with a host of academic advantages. 

Moreover, teachers were uncertain about what solutions were best suited to 

address academic unpreparedness. With such a diverse set of academic needs at 

BHS, teachers were unsure of how to differentiate instruction, thus course 

tracking was viewed as a possible solution. Finally, with such variation in 

academic preparedness and needs among the student body, there were some 

students who were left unattended, falling through the cracks, and dropping out.  

 Students’ unequal interactions with these described structures resulted in 

resegregation, where students within the same school building had incongruent 

experiences and access to opportunity networks. Attempts were made to alleviate 

unequal access to educational opportunities through postsecondary supports like 



 

244 

 

AVID, dual credit courses, the tutoring center, the advisory program, and the 

college and career center. These postsecondary supports were not comprehensive 

programs methodically embedded throughout the school, and as a result not all 

students were connected to postsecondary supports.  

 Due to organizational structures that created unequal networks of 

opportunity, it was as if students were attending two Brown High Schools: one 

school where students were connected to plentiful postsecondary resources and a 

second school where students were disconnected and disengaged from 

educational opportunities. Though one can argue that a third school—students 

who dropped out of school and had no way of getting reconnected to academic 

life at BHS—went unrecognized. 

  Research question two. Even though integrated school settings are 

promoted as offering better overall educational opportunities and outcomes, at 

Brown High the master navigators were the only network group that was in fact 

integrated into the academic fabric of the high school. The remaining three 

network groups—the misdirected navigators, the disconnected and directionless, 

and students on the margin—were both personally and structurally disadvantaged, 

and for this reason they encountered barriers in navigating their educational 

pathways. The misdirected navigators were veered off course in navigating their 

pathway to postsecondary education, however, the other two network groups—the 

disconnected and directionless and the students on the margin—did not even have 

a pathway to postsecondary education.    
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 Master navigators were successful in navigating their postsecondary 

pathways because they were, in many ways by chance, placed in structures along 

the way that gave them an advantage in getting connected to postsecondary 

resources. Many of the master navigators got an early start on connecting to rich 

postsecondary resources by transferring to a BHS feeder middle school that 

offered quality academic preparation. By transferring to an academically rigorous 

feeder middle school master navigators at these schools were also tracked early on 

to Pre-AP courses, which are the gateway to postsecondary preparation. 

Furthermore, because master navigators attended an academically rigorous 

elementary or middle school they had previous opportunities to learn how to 

navigate academic environments like BHS and acquire resources within these 

settings. Thus, master navigators knew how to acquire postsecondary supports 

like AVID, SAT prep, the college and career center, outside community 

sponsored programs, and isolated connections to an institutional agent. These 

programs served as a hub to get master navigators connected to other forms of 

postsecondary information. Master navigators were not necessarily better skilled 

than the other three network groups at connecting to postsecondary resources, but 

were instead fortunate to have access to structures, such as a former academically 

rigorous schooling and being tracked to advanced courses, that placed them in a 

position to make meaningful connections to a vast number of postsecondary 

resources.   
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 Misdirected navigators had postsecondary aspirations, but these students 

did not have the same level advantages in access to structures that served as a 

gateway to postsecondary resources. Misdirected navigators had the potential to 

make the same types of valuable connections to resources as the master 

navigators, but they did not have access to the same positive structures, like 

receiving their former academic preparation at a quality school. Thus, upon 

transferring to BHS, these students dropped out of their AP courses because they 

felt their academic preparation at their previous low performing school did not 

match up to what was expected in AP courses at BHS. Dropping out of AP 

courses greatly hindered lost navigators’ ability to connect to postsecondary 

resources to the level of master navigators, particularly since AP courses served 

as a source for students to make connections to postsecondary resources. 

Enrollment in non-AP courses placed misdirected navigators in a culture of lower 

academic expectations, and as a result these students did not make the grades and 

did not have the academic preparation necessary to meet their postsecondary 

aspirations.  

 Students who were in the disconnected and directionless network, like 

transfer students in the previous two network groups, transferred because their 

previous school was low-performing and they had a preconceived notion that 

Brown High would offer access to greater educational opportunities and 

educational upward mobility. However, these students never got connected to 

academic life at BHS. Students in this network group had overall lower family 
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educational attainment than students in the previous network group, and as a 

result they did not possess the same information about how to navigate 

opportunity networks at BHS. Students in the disconnected and directionless 

group sat in non-AP courses that offered basic skill instruction, and this 

instruction did not match their interests in technical jobs, such as auto mechanics 

or music production.  Even still, students who were disconnected and 

directionless must have had some hope for the possibilities high school had to 

offer, because even though BHS was not meeting their academic needs, these 

students still faithfully attended school everyday and persevered. Since students in 

this network group were completely disconnected from the BHS academic 

environment, they were not in a position to build relationships and connect to 

resources that may help them develop some postsecondary aspirations, and for 

this reason these students did not aspire to go to college.  

 Finally, students who were dropouts, or students on the margin, were the 

most disenfranchised of all the student network groups.  Students in this network 

group became so disconnected from academics at BHS that they became 

unnoticed and unrecognized, and therefore they dropped out of high school. In 

fact, students on the margin were so disconnected that faculty did not recognize a 

disproportionate number of students in this network group were students of color. 

Students on the margin had very few faculty serving as institutional agents who 

could reconnect them to BHS. Solutions, such as credit recovery or work for 

credit programs, offered to these students a pathway towards the bottom rung of 
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the socioeconomic strata, instead of opportunities to get reconnected to academics 

at BHS and maybe even possible development of a postsecondary trajectory.   

 Lessons Learned. Placing low-income students of color in the same 

school building as students from affluent backgrounds does not protect them from 

experiencing inequalities in academic resources and opportunities to learn. If 

systems are not in place to immediately amend some of the transfer students’ 

structural and personal disadvantages, integrated schools like Brown High only 

exacerbate students’ pre-existing disadvantages. Subsequently, transfer students 

for the most part were tracked back into a lower set of opportunities that mirrored 

the limited academic opportunities offered to them at their former low-performing 

school.  

 Therefore once transfer students from lower performing schools arrive at 

integrated schools like BHS immediate systematic supports should be in place to 

help students get oriented and connected to resources. With more established 

systematic supports embedded throughout all facets of the high school, all 

students have opportunities to make meaningful connections to postsecondary 

preparation resources, versus simply connecting to these resources by chance or 

not at all. Also unequal structures outside of Brown High’s jurisdiction such as 

disparities in academic preparation across the school district, especially stark 

inequities between schools on the north side versus schools on the south side, 

must be addressed. 
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 Brown’s school culture in many ways rendered low-income students’ of 

color powerless in charting their own course in their educational pathway. A 

combination of faculty’s deficit attitudes toward low-income, students of color, 

the school’s constant capitulating to the needs of neighborhood affluent students 

and their parents, and teachers’ inability to configure how to differentiate 

instruction for students less fortunate in former quality academic preparation 

further suppressed the opportunity networks of transfer students who were already 

entering Brown on an unequal footing. 

Green High School 

 Green High School by and large was deficient of academic rigor, 

expectations, and college preparation. Structural pressures at GHS created a 

climate of low academic expectations and few opportunities for postsecondary 

preparation. In spite of absence of academic rigor, similar to Brown High, there 

were still students who possessed better chances to connect to college resources 

than others. While some students possessed both structural and personal 

advantages that would help them achieve their four-year college goals, others with 

significant structural and personal disadvantages were either led down the 

vocational track or trapped in constant remediation for the state exit exam.

 Research question one.  There were a number of external, structural 

factors that led Green High to offer fewer academic opportunities when compared 

to Brown High. First was the dramatic increase in both overall school enrollment 

as well as a sharp increase in the enrolment of low-income students of color over 
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a relatively short period of time. These shifts transformed GHS, which was once 

racially and socioeconomically integrated/balanced like BHS, into a high poverty, 

high minority high school. Additional structural challenges such as high faculty 

turnover, meeting the overwhelming demands of accountability, organizing 

remediation for the state exam put intense pressures on the organization, 

particularly on inexperienced teachers who were forced to take on leadership roles 

they were not prepared for. Green High’s focus on addressing these structural 

pressures left few opportunities to make rigorous academic instruction and 

postsecondary preparation a priority.  

 The school administration made some efforts to increase the number of 

postsecondary supports offered by enhancing existing supports like AVID, the 

college and career center, and the career technology program. Though these 

postsecondary programs had some success providing supports to students, who 

had the advantage of participating in these programs, these students independently 

connected to these programs. There were no school wide systems in place to get 

all students connected to available postsecondary supports.  

 Research question two. Due to Green High’s focus on responding to 

accountability pressures and not postsecondary preparation, students for the most 

part had to figure out on their own how to get connected to postsecondary 

resources. Even though GHS had lower academic expectations and postsecondary 

preparedness when compared to BHS, student stratification manifested in similar 

ways. Four network groups emerged at GHS: the assertive navigators, the 



 

251 

 

disengaged navigators, students navigating the vocational track, and students 

whose networks were isolated and bounded.  

 Assertive navigators, when compared to the other network groups, 

possessed significant personal advantages that enabled them to make connections 

to postsecondary resources. Students in this network group had parents who were 

more socioeconomically stable. This stability gave parents time and flexibility to 

come to the high school during the day for meetings, and take other forms of 

active participation in their academics. These students were also tracked to AP 

courses, where they developed a supportive peer group where they taught each 

other how to connect to postsecondary resources like taking dual credit courses 

and seeking assistance from the college and career center. Nevertheless, even 

though these students were enrolled in AP level courses, within these courses the 

students encountered such low academic expectations  (i.e. no homework, little 

studying), that those AP courses did little to prepare these students for the rigors 

of a four-year college.  

 Disengaged navigators had four-year college aspirations, and were making 

the grades to achieve those aspirations. Yet, their non-AP courses set such low 

expectations that these students were not academically prepared for college. Most 

parents of students in this network group were college educated, but they were not 

as actively involved in their schooling as parents of assertive navigators. The low 

academic expectations and focus on passing the state exit exam de-emphasized 

the importance of AP courses to academically prepare for college. Thus, 
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disengaged navigators were not as pressured to enroll in AP courses, and could 

remain in non-AP courses that did not require much effort to make the grades to 

go to college. Finally, students were connected to postsecondary information not 

because of systematic school supports, but because of institutional agents in their 

non-AP courses who elected to push a college going agenda.   

 Students on the vocational track had the most challenging family 

circumstances when compared to the previous two student network groups. 

Students’ parents had no more than a high school diploma and performed 

unskilled labor or working class jobs. For this reason their parents did not know 

how to assist them with making choices about their postsecondary education. 

These students were academically unsuccessful and saw the vocational track as a 

means to receive on the job training that would lead to financial stability. 

However, with no one at GHS properly informing them about their vocational 

options, and with parents who had little information about selecting quality 

vocational programs, these students were lured by costly vocational/technical 

schools.   

 Finally, out of the four network categories, students whose networks were 

isolated and bounded had minimal to no opportunities to develop an academic 

network. Students in this network group were constantly immersed in remediation 

and preparation for the state exam. Thus, they were unable to form connections 

with institutional agents that would help them develop postsecondary aspirations. 

Plus they were unable to connect to resources that would help them achieve their 
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postsecondary aspirations. Green High’s emphasis on getting students in this 

network group to pass the state exit exam left little to no opportunities to prepare 

them for the skills needed for life after high school graduation.  

 Lessons learned. When compared to the high poverty, high minority 

school in this study; the racially and socioeconomically integrated school had 

fewer academic challenges to address. BHS offered remediation for its transfer 

student population, whose previous low performing schools left them 

academically behind. However, the proportion of students at BHS in need of 

remediation was significantly less than GHS.  An overwhelming proportion of the 

student population (over half) at GHS was in need of academic remediation. 

Pressures from accountability along with the majority of students in need of 

remediation for basic skills shifted the school to a culture of low academic 

expectations. The shift to a basic skills focus left little room to prepare students 

who had postsecondary aspirations. Students at GHS were also left unprepared for 

postsecondary education because there were no adequate resources—such as 

quality, experienced teachers and faculty who remain long enough to build 

meaningful relationships with students—in place to prepare them. With minimal 

discussions about preparing for college, many students did not even have the 

opportunity to develop postsecondary aspirations.  

 Therefore the lesson learned from Green High is that the strains endured 

by a high poverty, high minority school can restrict the overall opportunities to 

help students persist along the college pipeline. High poverty, high minority 
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schools are more than often heavily burdened by the pressures of accountability, 

which ultimately restricts/limits students’ opportunities to receive preparation and 

supports along the pipeline to college.  

Revisiting the Research Purpose: Theoretical Applications 

 The original research purpose was to investigate, using social capital and 

network theory, the intangible resources used or the relationships formed that 

connect students to postsecondary resources in high school. More importantly this 

research aimed to explore how contextual structures such as race and social class 

impact connections to postsecondary resource. Therefore, this study explored how 

students navigated networks of opportunity towards postsecondary education in 

high schools of varying racial and SES compositions—i.e. integrated vs. 

segregated high school contexts. As stated in my review of the literature, research 

on educational opportunities in integrated versus segregated schools use outcomes 

based data to demonstrate the educational advantages integrated schools present 

over segregated schools. The purpose of this study was to present more than just 

the educational outcomes of integrated versus segregated settings, but to explore 

what networks of opportunity in each high school setting direct students to certain 

educational outcomes.  

Also highlighted earlier in the literature review, existing research has 

illustrated the importance of social networks and social capital in college access, 

but this literature by and large has focused on networks and capital within one 

kind of context. This study expands on this literature by highlighting how social 
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capital and social networks vary between integrated and segregated contexts, 

illustrating how student postsecondary pathways are shaped by systematic 

inequalities in institutional structures, institutional agents, and peer networks. This 

study illustrated how such structures ultimately exacerbated inequalities in 

students’ own personal backgrounds, leaving them unprepared for postsecondary 

education.  

 Organizational culture and social capital. According to social capital 

theory, high schools are institutions whose rules, culture and values serve as 

guidelines for how individual interactions are made (Bourdieu, 1985; Lin, 2001). 

Furthermore the school as a habitus, the social and environmental forces within a 

school, structure how students navigate school (Bourdieu, 1977a). At each high 

school in this study, while students brought their own set of personal 

characteristics that impacted how they accessed postsecondary resources, the high 

schools as institutions shaped how students were connected to postsecondary 

resources.   

The organizational culture at Brown High was one that fostered high 

expectations and therefore students were overall better connected to 

postsecondary resources and prepared for postsecondary education. Despite 

Brown’s optimal academic conditions, its level of integration beyond diversity in 

enrollment is questionable, as only a few were privileged to connect to resources 

for postsecondary preparation. The institutional culture at Green High promoted 

low expectations and focused on remediation. Due to an organizational culture 
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that did not promote postsecondary preparation, students at GHS initiated 

connections to postsecondary resources on their own.  

 Stratification and social reproduction. Certain structures within each 

high school context shaped how relationships were formed. As defined earlier in 

the review of the literature social structures are social positions that have different 

amounts of resources and are hierarchically positioned within an institution 

(Lareau, 2003; Lin, 2001). Moreover these structures shaped the development of 

the four network categories, i.e. hierarchies, in each high school. These 

hierarchies shaped the level in which students were connected to postsecondary 

resources when compared to their peers.  

At BHS structural inequalities such as the level of academic preparation a 

student received prior to entering BHS and whether or not they were tracked into 

AP courses, determined their level of access—i.e. their hierarchical position—to 

postsecondary resources. At GHS structural inequalities such as family 

educational attainment and access to AP courses determined their hierarchical 

position and the level in which students’ would get a moderate amount of 

preparation for their postsecondary aspirations. Thus, these social structures 

within each high school shaped the level of power and authority students had over 

accessing postsecondary resources (Lin, 2001). At each high school these nested 

structures of inequality (Hochschild & Scorvronick, 2003), both school structures 

and student personal characteristics, led to stratification of access to networks of 

opportunity. 
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The stratification of the way in which students navigated school created 

four distinct networks of opportunities in each high school portrait. Both high 

school portraits in this study reproduced race and social class stratification that is 

found in the reality that takes place outside the school walls. According to 

Bourdieu (1977b) the educational system serves as a form of social reproduction 

as structures in schools mirror the unequal racial and social class power dynamics 

in the greater society. Social reproduction was even more prevalent at BHS, 

where the positive outcomes that could be achieved due to the school’s diversity 

in student enrollment, were essentially negated as structural inequalities within 

the school for many students intensified inequalities students experienced outside 

of school.  

The role of institutional agents. Institutional agents, an individual who is 

committed to helping transmit institutional resources to students, were 

instrumental in getting students connected despite the high school’s lack of 

systematic postsecondary supports (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). Certain network 

groups—the master navigators (BHS), assertive navigators (GHS), and even the 

disengaged navigators (GHS)—were successfully connected to postsecondary 

resources partly due to the mentorship they received from their institutional agent. 

However, these institutional agents were electing to offer this information on their 

own.  

The isolated efforts institutional agents made to help students navigate 

school was not enough to dramatically improve opportunities on a school wide 
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level because at both BHS and GHS an institutional culture that would offer 

postsecondary resources to support the needs of all students was non-existent. The 

impact of institutional agents only extended to certain groups of students who 

possessed structural and personal advantages—known as cultural capital 

(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990)—to know how to seek out support from individuals. 

Institutional agents on their own tried to assist students and work against the 

nested structures of inequality. Stanton-Salazar calls this concept 

counterstratification (Stanton-Salazar-1997). Counterstratification occurs when 

students have certain supports that serve as coping strategies to help them deal 

with stressful institutional barriers (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). However, the support 

of institutional agents in both high schools was not both systematic and school 

wide, and therefore not enough to counter the stratification of opportunities.  

Expansive vs. restricted networks. Finally, when comparing integrated 

(i.e. desegregated) high school settings to segregated high school settings, 

students at Brown High, the integrated context, had access to more expansive 

networks of opportunity when compared to students at Green High, the segregated 

context. Brown High had a reputation for being an academic powerhouse and was 

situated in an affluent community that deposited their personal resources in the 

school. For these reasons students transferred to BHS because it offered 

possibilities for expanding their networks of opportunity.  

Research on the networks of middle class structures versus those who are 

involved in predominately structures of lower socioeconomic status, illustrate that 
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middle class structures are involved in more expansive networks and according to 

Horvat, Weininger, and Lareau (2003) “draw on ties to individuals unconnected 

with the school who can provide the information, expertise, or authority necessary 

to compel the school to follow a preferred course of action” (p. 344). Once 

students transferred to either a BHS feeder middle school or BHS itself, they were 

instantly positioned in this aforementioned expansive network. This expansive 

network offered broader connections to resources—such as better academic 

preparation, higher quality teachers, a pool of parents and students who knew how 

to gain access to quality resources in preparation for college, and more examples 

of students matriculating to college—than their previous low-performing schools. 

Regrettably, the full potential of this diverse network at Brown was never fully 

realized because not everyone within the school was permitted access to this 

network. 

 The networks at Green High were not as expansive in connecting students 

to information that would prepare them for postsecondary education. Given that a 

majority of the students at GHS had disadvantages in personal characteristics, 

such as low parental educational attainment and low socioeconomic status, these 

students were involved in smaller, isolated, bounded, and homogeneous networks 

(Horvat et al., 2003; Narayan, 1999, Stanton-Salazar, 2001) where most of the 

people in their network—parents, peers, etc.—were not privileged to information 

about how to access postsecondary resources. Moreover, the institutional culture 

of low-expectations at GHS even further suppressed network connections, 
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resulting in bounded networks that lead to “nowhere”—virtually little to no 

connections to postsecondary preparation and resources (Schneider et al., 1997).  

Integrated versus Segregated High School Settings 

 Research on the educational pathways of persons of color purports that it 

is the sets of relationships and connections to educational resources, i.e. social 

capital, that facilitate educational mobility (Gandara, 1995; Stanton-Salazar, 

2001; Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2000). More specifically, Yosso (2005) coined 

the term navigational capital to describe the method in which students of color 

must operate within institutions historically designed to not include Communities 

of Color. This dissertation used social capital and network theory to delineate how 

students of color navigate two high school settings with considerably different 

racial and social class compositions. Findings from this dissertation suggest 

despite the propitious educational reputation and outcomes of racially and 

socioeconomically integrated settings (Trent, 1997), students of color still 

encounter educational barriers that are a product of institutional racism. 

In conclusion, the integrated school, in this case Brown High, was 

perceived as place that would educationally elevate a low-income, transfer student 

of color (Huidor & Cooper, 2010). Unfortunately, because of inconsequential 

efforts to offer systematic supports that would justly connect low-income, 

students of color to the academic fabric of high school, there was little 

differentiation in the inequalities students experienced in either the integrated or 

high poverty, high minority school.  
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This study illustrated both integrated (Brown) and segregated (Green) high 

schools, stratified opportunities to learn and access to postsecondary preparation. 

Only a select network group—at BHS it was the master navigators and at GHS, 

the assertive navigators—were placed in a privileged position, based on both 

advantages in personal and structural characteristics. As a result these select 

network groups were connected to postsecondary resources and had more positive 

experiences with navigating networks of opportunities. Students who transferred 

to BHS from racially and socioeconomically segregated low performing schools 

similar to GHS, trusted that attending an integrated high school with extensive 

educational opportunities would offer them educational mobility. On the other 

hand, many of the students who transferred to BHS were tracked to the lower 

academic strata and experienced the same suppression in their educational 

networks as the majority of students experienced at GHS.  

 Research on tracking reveals that students with advantages in resources 

and networks are tracked to higher level courses while students with fewer 

advantages—typically low-income and students of color—are tracked to low level 

courses (Martin, Karabel, & Jaquez, 2005; Mickleson, 2002; Solórzano & 

Ornelas, 2002). At both BHS and GHS only a select network group, the master 

navigators and the assertive navigators, were tracked into AP courses because 

these students possessed more structural and personal advantages when compared 

to students in other network groups.  
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 Even though BHS was perceived as the school that offered better 

educational opportunities, startlingly the stratification at both BHS and GHS 

manifested in similar ways. As I shall demonstrate in the following sections, when 

making cross-case comparisons of BHS and GHS there may be slight variances in 

students’ personal characteristic within and between the network categories, 

however the two high schools had similar ways in which students in the four 

network categories were both connected to social capital and essentially navigated 

their networks of opportunity.  
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Table 20 
Cross-Portrait Comparison of Student Network Groups 
 BHS GHS 

School structures of 
opportunity 

Rich structures of 
opportunity, available to 
only a select few; little 
attention to students at the 
lower rungs 

Dramatic demographic 
shifts, high accountability 
pressure, high teacher 
turnover, overall low level 
of rigor  

Master navigators: 
enrolled in rigorous 
middle schools, AP 
enrolled, college bound 

Assertive navigators: 
enrolled in AP, low rigor, 
four-year college 
aspirations 

Misdirected navigators: 
enrolled in less rigorous 
middle schools, dropped 
out of AP track, basic 
skills preparation, poor 
study habits, low GPA, 
college aspirations 

Disengaged navigators: 
enrolled in non-AP track, 
basic skills preparation, 
poor study habits, high 
GPA, four-year college 
aspirations 

Disengaged and 
directionless: lowest 
parent attainment level, 
lowest GPA, unmet 
vocational interests 

Navigating the vocational 
track: lowest parent 
attainment level, lowest 
GPA, isolated connections 
to vocational/tech 
programs 

Students’ interactions with 
structures/networks of 
opportunity 

Students on the margin: 
divorced from opportunity 
networks, unrecognized as 
a problem, directed to low 
skill labor 

Isolated & bounded: 
divorced from opportunity 
networks, unrecognized as 
a problem, caught in state 
exit exam interventions 

 
Master navigators vs. the assertive navigators. Master navigators at 

BHS and assertive navigators at GHS both had structural and personal advantages 

that enabled them to navigate their networks of opportunity with greater ease. 

Master navigators had to gain access to quality educational experiences by using 

school choice policies to access BHS feeder middle schools. Assertive navigators 

had parents who were in the position to be actively involved in their schooling, 

and these students also had a peer network in their AP courses that showed them 
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how to navigate networks of opportunity. Nevertheless, master navigators at BHS 

were better prepared for college than assertive navigators because BHS promoted 

an academically rigorous climate, especially in the AP courses. Assertive 

navigators at GHS did not have this same level of academic preparation in their 

AP courses.  

Misdirected navigators vs. the disengaged navigators. The misdirected 

navigators at BHS and the disengaged navigators at GHS both had four-year 

college aspirations. Both of these network groups were enrolled in non-AP 

courses that provided basic skill preparation, not rigorous preparation that would 

make them college ready. The misdirected navigators elected to not enroll in AP 

courses because they felt their previous low-performing school did not prepare 

them for the rigorous AP courses at BHS. Disengaged navigators at GHS elected 

to not enroll in AP because the high school’s culture of low expectations did not 

push them to do so. Students in both these network groups’ decision to not enroll 

in AP was due mostly to institutional barriers. Research shows when students are 

given the choice to enroll in AP courses, institutional barriers and lack of 

exposure to information results in students not electing to enroll in AP courses 

and instead choose the lower-level non-AP track (Yonezawa & Wells, 2002). 

These two network groups displayed differences in their ability to get 

connected to postsecondary support services. Since misdirected navigators 

transferred from low-performing schools, they spent most of their efforts trying to 

figure out how to navigate the academically rigorous climate at BHS that their 
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previous school did not prepare them for. For this reason the students were not 

making the grades to meet their college goals. Disengaged navigators at GHS 

were enrolled in non-AP courses that were not preparing them for college. These 

classes provided no academic challenge for them due to the fact they were able to 

make the grades necessary to be accepted to college without little effort. Even 

though the academic environment (rigorous or not rigorous) affected how students 

navigated their educational opportunities, neither network groups would be 

prepared for their college aspirations.  

Disengaged/directionless vs. the students on the vocational track. Both 

students who were disengaged and directionless at BHS and students on the 

vocational track at GHS had the lowest resources in terms of personal 

characteristics. Their parents also had the lowest levels of educational attainment 

and the least information about how to provide guidance in navigating school. 

Both network groups received basic skill preparation in their non-AP courses. 

Moreover, both network groups experienced academic challenges because they 

had difficulty connecting to the instructional and curricular offerings in their non-

AP courses, and as result these students chose to seek out other post high school 

options. Yet, students on the vocational track at GHS had more viable 

postsecondary alternatives other than a four-year college because the school 

housed a career and technical program. Students who were disengaged and 

directionless had no preparation available to them to meet their interests in 
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vocational education because the academically rigorous BHS focused on 

providing solely four-year college supports.  

Students on the margins vs. isolated and bounded students. Students 

on the verge of dropping out and students stuck in interventions to prepare for the 

state exit exam literally had no networks of opportunity to navigate. In both high 

school contexts students where placed in such a position of disenfranchisement 

that no one, with exception of a select few institutional agents, took notice of their 

non-existent connections to networks of opportunity. Students on the margin who 

transferred to the integrated high school for greater educational opportunities, but 

in the end these students were just as marginalized as students at GHS—who were 

isolated and bounded due to the fact they attended a high poverty, high minority 

high school with less educational resources.  

Which school context better prepares students for postsecondary 

education? Without systematic supports, neither high school context ameliorated 

inequalities in educational access, but the integrated high school at least for the 

master navigators, who were connected to rich opportunities, did a better job at 

academically preparing these students for postsecondary education. The overall 

level of academic expectations at Green High was much lower. For example, 

students with an above 4.0 GPA at BHS were barely in the top 10% of the class, 

but at GHS students with a 3.9 GPA could potentially be salutatorian or 

valedictorian. At GHS students in AP courses barely had to do homework to pass 
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their classes, and students in these same courses at BHS had to maintain stringent 

study habits to make the grades to meet their college goals.  

Consequently, the integrated high school setting overall was more 

successful at preparing a sub-set of students for the academic challenges of 

college. Yet, the integrated school’s ability to offer superior postsecondary 

preparation for only a small sample of students does not necessarily make it a 

more better at offering low-income, students of color opportunities to learn when 

compared to the high poverty, high minority school.   

Finally, the Green High School portrait revealed the cost of racial and 

socioeconomic segregation. The segregated school was so overwhelmingly 

focused on recovering from the pressures of accountability that no students were 

adequately prepared for college. Once GHS became a segregated school that 

served mostly students who were in need of academic remediation, this 

remediation soon became the organizational focus. Thus, Green High’s portrait 

demonstrates the cost of extreme isolation of low-income, students of color. This 

same level of burden from accountability did not affect the organizational culture 

at BHS, because as a high school with a diverse set of academic needs, not all 

students at BHS required remediation for basic skills instruction.  

Furthermore, educational policy research has far too many examples of 

high poverty, high minority schools and districts overburdened by educational 

resource inequalities and challenges in student achievement (Anyon, 1997; Fine, 

1991). This overwhelming isolation and stress in raising student achievement high 
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poverty, high minority schools and districts face is a product of the perpetuating 

resegregation of our larger society. This macro form of resegregation is facilitated 

by the way in which those with political means and power continue to separate 

themselves from those without (powell, 2005; see Orfield, 1997,), as well as our 

educational system that fails to prepare for the needs of its rapidly growing 

population of Latino and youth in poverty (see Orfield & Lee, 2007).  

For the abovementioned reasons, the balance in students’ academic needs, 

educational resources, and even financial resources in a racially and 

socioeconomically integrated schools could offer low-income, students of color 

improved learning experiences and better preparation for postsecondary 

education. However, the possibilities for quality postsecondary preparation that 

racially and socioeconomically integrated high schools have to offer low-income, 

students of color are completely voided when as Brown High demonstrated 

resegregation within the school is caused by a combination of teachers’ deficit 

attitudes towards low-income, students of color (see Goldsmith, 2004), tracking 

mechanisms within the school (see Mickelson, 2001), and faculty continued 

concessions for affluent and White students and parents over addressing the needs 

of low-income, students of color (see Evans, 2007).  

Findings from Brown High suggest school faculty play a large role in the 

level of academic connectedness low-income, students of color experience in an 

integrated high school. Hence, school integration could offer low-income, 

students of color a smoother pathway to postsecondary education if faculty—both 
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principal and teacher leadership—took a hard look at how their policies and 

practices may derail the pathways of students of color. According to Shields 

(2004) a socially just school (and in the case of this dissertation a “truly” 

integrated school) is one where educators are not afraid of engage in open 

dialogue about inequities within the school, and take responsibility for student 

achievement by critiquing their educational practices and how these practices 

structure students’ opportunities to learn.  

 Does the race/SES school composition ameliorate or exacerbate 

inequities? Considering students at Brown and Green High were stratified in a 

similar fashion, it can be concluded that modifications in the race and SES 

composition of a high school does not necessarily ameliorate educational 

inequalities. Students of color who transferred to BHS from low-performing 

schools assumed Brown’s reputation of academic excellence and the added power 

and resources from the surrounding affluent neighborhood, would automatically 

offer them educational mobility and the resources to fulfill their postsecondary 

aspirations.  

However, physically positioning low-income, students of color in an 

integrated school with greater educationally opportunities, did not necessarily 

mean all students of color will develop networks of opportunity. As reiterated 

earlier in this chapter transferring to Brown High, the racially and 

socioeconomically “integrated” high school context only resulted in improved 

educational opportunities for a few students of color—the master navigators. 
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Master navigators were able to connect, because they had prior access to quality 

academic preparation as well as host of other advantages in their personal lives, 

and therefore these students were several laps ahead in navigating towards their 

postsecondary aspirations. According to Lleras (2008) gaps in academic 

preparation and achievement in middle school continue on in high school in both 

low-minority and high minority schools. Regardless of a high school’s race and 

SES composition, if students begin high school on an unequal footing 

academically, these disparities are only aggravated when students encounter 

additional structural inequalities in high school.  

Also, both high schools in this study served as a microcosm of macro level 

inequalities in the distribution of educational resources and opportunities. Brown 

was a reflection of the educational resource inequalities manifested by the school 

district. Schools in the predominately high poverty and of color north side of the 

district contained both lower levels of teacher quality and access to college 

preparatory curriculum when compared to schools in the affluent south side. The 

district made limited and often failed efforts to address stark disparities in 

opportunities to learn between north side and south side schools. Low performing 

schools on the north side either closed or students left when the district failed to 

infuse additional resources in these schools. BHS essentially reproduced district 

wide “separate and unequal” structures as faculty struggled, or were unwilling 

(see Evans, 2007), to serve students transferring from low performing schools. 

What's more, many students transferring from low-performing schools were 
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entering BHS academically behind their peers. Lleras (2008) suggest that race and 

SES achievement gaps in learning on the high school level be traced to possible 

inadequate academic preparation that may occur as early as elementary school 

and middle school. Therefore, school districts should evaluate how policies and 

decisions that sustain “separate but unequal” structures on a district level impact 

unequal opportunities offered to students on the school level.  

Green High School also experienced repercussions of macro level 

changes, as it suddenly became a racially and socioeconomically segregated high 

school when an influx of families in search of more affordable housing options 

moved from the central city to the outskirts of the city. The inability of both 

district and school level leaders to gather cues from macro level structures to 

determine how these larger structures would impact their schools and students, 

initiated a negative domino effect in Green High’s response to the rapid increase 

in low-income students. GHS did not have the capacity to meet the academic 

needs of its growing low-income student population, and as a result the school 

eventually struggled to meet its performance targets under state and federal 

accountability guidelines. As a recommendation school districts should pay 

attention to regional shifts in multiple sectors (business, housing, education) to 

understand how these policies may impact their capacity—in educational services, 

teachers, and financial capacity—to serve students if demographic changes 

(Holme, Diem, & Welton, forthcoming).  
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Finally, the “separate but unequal” structures that occurred on the macro 

and micro level in both high school portraits manifested from a lack of real 

discussions about race and institutional racism. In the case of BHS there was a 

failure to recognize the racial divide in opportunities to learn across the district, 

the resegregation of students of color in school, as well at the failure to recognize 

that large percentages of students of color were dropping out. At GHS 

metropolitan wide inequities in affordable housing in the central city (which was 

primarily a product of gentrification) caused families of color to retreat to more 

affordable communities in Green. In either high school portrait the inability to 

address racial inequalities head on, i.e. colorblindness, fostered separate and 

unequal structures and maintained the status quo by protecting the interests of 

those in privilege and power (see powell, 2005).  

In conclusion. In the development of this study I anticipated in conclusion 

I could determine which school provided optimal pathways towards 

postsecondary aspirations for low-income, students of color. I justified that if 

outcomes based research on integrated versus segregated schools was solely 

considered, one would conclude that integrated schooling provides better 

opportunities to accomplish postsecondary aspirations. However, without a 

contextual understanding this outcomes based research does not reveal how 

students navigate towards postsecondary education in schools of varying racial 

and socioeconomic compositions.  
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When taking a critical look inside each high school portrait in this study, it 

is difficult to rank one school’s opportunity structures over the other. The only 

winners in this study were the master navigators at Brown High. Master 

navigators had a host of opportunities to steer them towards their postsecondary 

aspirations. Even still, considering both schools offered most students a turbulent 

and resource deficient pathway to postsecondary education, it would be remiss to 

conclude that one school context over the other—integrated versus high poverty, 

high minority—offers low-income, students of color a secure educational 

trajectory.  

Ultimately, for the reasons referenced in this concluding chapter, it is ever 

more important to continue pushing discussions about what “true” integration 

means, and encouraging educational leaders to build districts, schools, and 

classrooms that see the road to achieving equitable outcomes beyond simply 

placing students of color in the same building as White students. powell (2005) 

theorizes that our present policy approach to integration is assimilative, assuming 

that Black and Latino students may have something to learn from White students. 

However, true integration can be transformative by placing equal value on the 

information and cultural knowledge of all groups. Thus, we need educational 

leadership to push a greater social justice agenda by fostering true and meaningful 

connections in schools between students of various cultural histories and 

socioeconomic circumstances. 
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This study justifies the importance of offering a deeper contextual 

exploration of the school context. This contextual undertaking reveals that even 

though integrated education offers low-income, students of color better overall 

educational outcomes, integrated schools when compared to high poverty, high 

minority schools are equally struggling in its efforts to wholeheartedly connect 

low-income, students of color to resources that would prepare them for 

postsecondary education.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Research Time Frame 

 Because this dissertation was ethnographic in nature and investigated two 

high school settings, it took me approximately five months to conduct data 

collection at each high school site. In the fall of 2009, I was approved by both the 

university and the school districts’ Institutional Review Board to begin collecting 

data. During the summer and fall of 2009, I also scheduled meetings with high 

school administrators to outline the plan for selecting participants and collecting 

the data. In the fall of 2009, I collected most of the school level descriptive 

statistics. All participant observations and in-depth interview data collection in the 

field was conducted between January 2010 and May 2010. Table 4 below 

provides my timeline for gaining access and entry, data collection, data analysis, 

writing the narrative, and presenting the dissertation results (dissertation oral 

defense). 

Month(s) Tasks 
July 2009-

December 2009 
1. Completed university & school district Institutional Review Board Process 

(IRB) 
2. Scheduled meetings with high school principals to confirm school access and 

selected study participants 

Fall 2009 1. Collected school level descriptive statistic data 
 

January 2010-
May 2010 

1. Data collection: participant observations; in-depth interviews 

May 2010-July 
2010 

1. Conducted data analysis 

July 2010-
November 2010 

1. Transformed data analysis into narrative 

December 2010 1. Dissertation defense 



 

276 

 

 

Appendix B: Student Participant Protocol 
 

Questions for Student Participants 
 

1. If you had the opportunity to describe X High School to a sketch artist, 
how would you describe it? 
 

2. If X High School has changed, how has the school changed since you have 
been a student? 
 

3. How would you describe yourself as a student?  
 

4. How would you describe your academic performance in school?  
-grade point average 
-study habits 
-favorite classes vs. challenging classes 
 

5. Any changes in your academic performance from your freshman to your 
current junior or senior year?  

a. Why? What played a role in those changes? 
b. Who played a role in those changes? (peers, counselors, family?) 

 
6. How do you decide which courses to take?  

a. Who helps you decide? (family, counselor, peers, yourself?) 
b. How often do you talk with counselors? Teachers? Peers?  

 
7. Do you have a choice in terms of taking advanced courses?  

 
8. How did you decide to take them or not to take them? 

a. Peers, family, counselor role. 
 

9. How would you describe the composition of your classes?  
a. Race/demographics 
b. Do you have friends in your classes?  
c. How often do you talk with your classmates outside of class? 

 
10. What do you plan to do after high school? 

 
11. What do you think you need to do to prepare to achieve those plans? 
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12. How did you get that information? 
a. Explore role of peers 
b. Explore role of family 
c. Explore role of counselor 

 
13. Have your experiences in high school prepared you for this path? Explain 

why or why not. 
 

14. Describe your personal racial/ethnic or cultural identity. Does the identity 
described impact the academic preparation and resources you receive in 
high school, and if so how? 
 

15. Talk about your family’s educational history. Does your family’s 
educational history relate to your academic preparation and the resources 
you receive in high school? 
 

16. Are you involved in any social or educational extra-curricular activities? 
 

17. How do those activities impact your academics? Who participates in those 
activities? Do you talk to people during those activities about your 
academic plans; courses you plan to take; post-high school path? 
 

18. Are there some other questions or issues you would like to discuss about 
post-high school preparation (careers and college)? 
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Appendix C: Institutional Agents Interview Protocol 
 

1. Can you give me some information about your professional history and 
how you arrived at you current role? How long have you been in your 
current role at X high school? 

2. Describe your own educational journey. In what ways was your 
educational experience similar/different from the students at X high 
school? 

3. How would you describe X high school? How has X high school changed 
during your tenure at the school? 

4. Several students identified you as a person who connects them to 
information and resources necessary to achieve their post-high school 
plans. Can you talk about your role in connecting students to resources? 
What are some positives and what are some challenges? 

5. In your opinion what does X high school do well to prepare students for 
their post-high school plans? What are some challenges or areas that could 
use improvement? 

6. At X high school what role do the following play in preparing students for 
their post-high school plans. Discuss both the positives and challenges for 
each: 

a. Teachers and counselors 

b. Social or peer groups 

c. Family/home 

d. Community/neighborhood 

e. Policies 

7. Have there been any changes in the following areas during your tenure at 
X high school and how do they relate to academic preparation and 
opportunities for students? 

a. Academics (course offerings, curriculum, programs) 

b. Faculty (teachers, counselors, administrators) 

c. Student population 

d. Community/family 
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e. Policies (federal, state, local, school level) 

8. Nationally college access inequalities exist for students of color and low-
income students. In what ways does your school try to meet the needs of 
students of color and low-income students? 

a. Is there a need? 

b. Are there any challenges? 

c. Solutions? Positives? 

9. What are some goals you have for yourself and X high school? What are 
your plans for the future of X high school? 

10. Any recommendations for me as I continue to talk to students and faculty 
about post high school preparation? What are some issues that are often 
not discussed? 

11. Is there anyone in the school or community you recommend I speak with?  
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