
 

ABSTRACT 

VALENTINE, JOYCE BASS.  A Study of Persistence among African American Males 

Attending Early College High Schools in Rural North Carolina (Under the direction of Dr. 

Tuere Bowles). 

 

The purpose of this embedded case study was to connect the intersection of race, 

class and gender with the persistence and academic success among rural African American 

males in NC early college high school programs.  The study sought to bring awareness of the 

academic successes that rural African American males have in NC early college high 

schools.  The influences of parents, early college administration and the community was 

included in the data collection since the environmental context and support networks were 

important to student academic progress.  Using narratives and counter-stories, the study 

presented the “voices” of African American male students’ lived experience of attending a 

rural early college in NC. This study investigated how rural African American males in early 

college high schools received support from various networks including parents, the 

institution, and the community to achieve academic success and persist in their academic 

aspirations. 

This qualitative study was guided by two theoretical frameworks:  Brofenbrenner’s 

Bioecological Systems Theory and Critical Race Theory.  Nine rural African American male 

students and nine early college administrative staff in positions of principal, teacher, 

counselor and liaison participated in the study.  The students ranged in age from 16 to 18 

years of age, while administrators had a minimum of three years experience working in a 

rural early college high school.  Data for the study were collected primarility through semi-

structured interviews.  Additional data were gathered from site observations and field notes, 

school websites and materials provided during onsite visitations.  Narratives were developed 



 

based on the interviews and analysis of other data including school improvement plans.  

Programs such as Advancement via Individual Determination (AVID) and the ‘ethic of care’ 

demonstrated by teachers fostered students’ academic success, and moreover, rural social and 

environmental factors allowed these students to appreciate their community and develop a 

‘mentor’ mindset for students in elementary schools.   

Three conclusions were were drawn from the experiences of these rural African 

American males and their support networks.  The first conclusion was that family-like 

relationships between students and staff demonstrated how the ethic of care “cemented” the 

students’ desire to persist academically and achieve personal success.  Second, family 

support and school intervention programs allowed students to grow and demonstrate critical 

thinking skills, self-efficacy and self-advocacy.  Third, the symbiotic interactions between 

other-race teachers, staff and students allowed rural African American male students to 

embrace their personal identitites through a diverse social lens, and see themselves as 

participants in the world around them through academic goal setting and community 

involvement. 

Recommendations for future research were developed based on the findings.  Future 

research should include a replication of this study at other early college high schools to see 

the role that the ethic of care and intervention programs like AVID have on students’ overall 

experiences.  Another direction for research would be to compare the educational 

experiences of all rural early college high school participants to those of their urban 

counterparts without intervention programs and see what differences and similaritites emerge 

amongst those populations. 
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BIOGRAPHY 

Joyce Bass Valentine was born the oldest of three daughters to her parents in 

February of 1956.  Her parents were products of rural Black farming families in Person and 

Granville counties.  Her father dropped out of school in the eighth grade to help his family 

with the tobacco farm.  Her mother graduated high school and followed in the steps of her 

Black female family members working as domestic ‘help’ to White families in the township 

of Creedmoor. 

Her earliest memories of living on the family farm in Person County involved her 

paternal grandmother Corinna.  Grandma Corinna was a rural school teacher.  She taught in a 

one-room schoolhouse not far from where she lived during the 1930s and early 1940s.  All 

the Negro children from around the area who wanted to learn how to read and write would 

walk to her schoolhouse.  Her time with grandmother Corinna was where her love of writing 

began.  Each night before her sister Valerie and she would go to bed, they had to write a page 

or more about their day on the farm.  Grandmother Corinna would review what they had 

written and send them off to bed. 

By the age of 12, Joyce knew she wanted to write.  Her parents moved the family 

from Person County to Granville County where both parents took jobs working for the State 

of North Carolina.  Joyce completed her education in Granville County Public Schools in 

1974.  Her grades were very good, and she was a well-rounded student.  She had the 

reputation of being a “nice, friendly and smart Negro girl.” She was asked to deliver one of 

the graduation speeches for her graduating class.  Her goal after high school graduation was 

to attend the community college and earn her Associate’s degree in medical lab technology.   
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She had a cousin that was an admissions representative for a Black women’s college 

in Greensboro, NC.  In the fall of 1973, he invited her mother and her to tour the campus of 

Bennett College.  She told him her father was ill, and the family didn’t have any money for 

her to attend a four-year college.  He told her not to worry about the money—to just drive up 

to Greensboro and visit the campus.  Her mother and she drove to Bennett College in the 

spring of 1974.  They met several members of the administration including the Financial Aid 

Director Mildred Tucker.  Mildred “Ma” Tucker said Joyce’s grades qualified her for student 

financial aid and a scholarship.  She could work on campus to earn extra money for other 

expenses.  Her mom asked her to try Bennett, and if she didn’t like it, she could return home 

to Granville County and go to the community college.  She started classes in August of 1974 

and was soon in love with the campus, the dorm, her classes and teachers, and her “new 

sisters.”  She was with young Black girls who looked like her and wanted to become 

successful, educated Black women so that they could be self-supporting and have productive 

lives and careers.  She was part of a new program at Bennett called Interdisciplinary Studies.  

She worked with my advisor to create a custom curriculum based on her career aspiration.  

She chose Mass Communications – Journalism.  She wanted to be a courtroom reporter.  In 

her mind, she considered law school as another avenue to ensure employment after college.  

By 1978, she had worked with the yearbook staff and the campus newspaper, serving as a 

photojournalist for both organizations, a reporter, and editor-in-chief.  She was a member of 

the English Honor Society for her entire four years at Bennett College.  She graduated with 

honors and was accepted to the Iowa State University School of Law and the UNC-Chapel 

Hill School of Journalism.  Her heart took her in a different direction, and she married her 
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college sweetheart in December of 1978 and moved to Rapid City, South Dakota, where her 

husband had accepted his first job.   

She began her post-college career in technical writing for the computer industry and 

never pursued the journalism career or the law degree.  After 20 years in technical 

communications, she returned to North Carolina in the fall of 1986. By 1989, she was a 

single-mom of her four-year old son.  She continued to work another 20 years in technical 

communications.  After her son graduated college in 2007, she decided it was time for her to 

go after her dreams.  She began graduate school in 2008 and earned her M. Ed. in Adult 

Training and Development at NCSU in the College of Education in 2011.  In January 2012, 

she applied to the doctoral program for Educational Leadership and was accepted.  She has 

worked full time for the North Carolina Community College System since 2004.  The 

doctoral program had immediate application to her job and career benefits.  After all these 

years, she continued to support herself through communications and writing!  Thanks, 

grandma Corrina, for making sure Joyce knew how to write a complete sentence! 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

A great deal of attention has been paid to the importance of college readiness for high 

school students. The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation’s Early College High School 

Initiative (ECHSI) began its development in 2002 to improve the quality of secondary 

education with a specific focus on improving the educational experiences of underserved 

students such as African American males, first-generation college students, low-income 

students, and English learners.  The ECHSI had two important goals:  to improve students’ 

secondary and postsecondary experiences.   

The ECHSI was intended to significantly decrease the number of first-generation 

college and underserved students of color and students from poverty who “drop out or who 

drop in and marginally graduate—ill prepared for college or the workplace” (Munoz, 

Fischetti, & Prather, 2014, p. 36). According to Munoz, Fischetti, and Prather, “Early college 

high school is a response to the call for reform in large, traditional high schools in America, 

referred to as dropout factories” (p. 36).  The ECHSI was initiated to increase the number of 

underrepresented students moving towards postsecondary education, to make college courses 

available to them while they were still in high school, and to provide them with the necessary 

tools to succeed in earning college credit.  

The Gates Foundation suggested that early colleges were a way to increase high 

school completion and to help begin the conversation on larger reform in comprehensive 

high schools. Many first-generation college students, particularly students of color, often 

found high school as a place where they spun around in circles rather than going straight 

from high school to college and a good job. Those who did graduate were often not prepared 
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academically to take on the rigors of college; they ended up not completing their degrees and 

found themselves underqualified for jobs (Berger, Adelman & Cole, 2010).   

The ECHSI targeted students who were traditionally underrepresented in 

postsecondary education and offered students the opportunity to pursue a high school 

diploma and earn a substantial number of college credits.  In 2005, the NC General Assembly 

supported the NC New Schools  movement to “smooth the transition to college” for high 

school students (SERVE Center, 2014). The Early College High School Initiative, which 

created 75 small schools (often on college campuses), initially enrolled 15,000 students.  By 

locating early colleges on or near community colleges, students gained access to resources 

and support systems not typically available in their traditional rural high schools.  The 

initiative targeted students “who might traditionally face challenges making the transition to 

college,” including “students who are low-income, are the first in their family to go to 

college, or are members of a minority group underrepresented in college” (SERVE Center, 

2014).  An 11-year study concluded that early college students, including underrepresented 

populations, received a higher number of college credits and believed they were more 

prepared to go to college.  However, the study did not focus on specific demographics and 

did not mention rural or African Americans at all.   

Despite the availability of such programs “allowing high school students to take 

college classes, very few students take advantage of them” (Berger, Adelman & Cole, 2010, 

p. 339).  There are limited studies on how and in what numbers rural African American 

males complete programs like the ECHSI (Allen, 2015; Berger, Adelman & Cole, 2010; 

Byun, Meece & Irvin, 2012; Holland, 2012; Irvin et al., 2011).  My study examines the 

ECHSI experiences of  rural African American males and their support networks. 
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More research to understand how rural students benefit from the ECHSI is needed, as 

is research on the experiences of the faculty and staff who work in the rural high school 

context.  Keeping African American males in high school is an urgent mission.  It is 

important to understand how minority males and the administration feel about their schooling 

experiences. Qualitative research is best suited to understand and to explore the real-world 

experiences of rural African American males and their support systems (Bell, 2015). 

Statement of the Problem 

Nearly nine million students attend public schools in rural areas across the country, 

but limited research has examined the goals and aspirations of rural youth in the early years 

of the 21st century (Meece, Hutchins, Byun, Farmer, Irwin, & Weiss, 2013).  In North 

Carolina, 80 out of 100 counties are designated as rural with 41% of the population (NC 

Department of Commerce, 2015).  NC has 58 community colleges regionally distributed 

across the state, which implies that many of them serve rural populations, although specific 

data are not available about college designations (rural versus urban).  This statistic illustrates 

the importance of conducting research on rural high school students’ experiences.  

Educational researchers have published fewer articles about rural high school students than 

about urban and suburban education.  The histories of many rural communities continue to be 

overshadowed by the slow and agonizing adherence to the 1954 Brown v. Board of 

Education decision.  The few studies that have examined secondary education completion by 

rural youth indicate that rural youth continue to lag behind non-rural youth (Byun, Meece, & 

Irvin, 2012; Holland, 2012; Irvin et al., 2010; Woodcock & Beal, 2013).  For example, data 

on 25- to 35-year-olds from the American Community Survey of 2004 indicated that 215 

members of the rural sample had received a bachelor’s degree or higher compared with 34% 
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for each of the city and suburban samples.  Low academic completion is not just limited to 

high schools; it has been observed in the community colleges as well (Byun, Meece, & Irvin, 

2012).   

Secondary and post-secondary education for rural students of any ethnic group 

continues to be the pathway to better jobs, better pay, and, for many, the road to urban or 

metropolitan living.  Despite  NC having the second largest rural population in the U.S., (NC 

Department of  Commerce, 2015), just 30% of NC jobs exist in rural communities.  Thus, 

many rural students must decide to leave their homes to find employment after high school. 

Rural living often means having few luxuries and fewer resources than the average urban 

high school student has (Byun, Meece, & Irvin, 2012). Rural youth tend to have specific 

challenges that limit their secondary and post-secondary educational successes.  Poverty rates 

are higher for youth in rural areas than non-rural areas, and parents in rural areas have lower 

postsecondary educational attainment as well as fewer educational expectations for their 

children than parents in non-rural areas have (Byun, Meece & Irvin, 2012).  Additionally, 

rural youth are more likely than non-rural youth to experience a narrow school curriculum 

and limited access to career counseling and college preparatory programs.  Because of these 

scant resources, it is essential to study how rural students gain the skills and credentials 

needed to be successful outside of their rural environment. Growing research suggests the 

pre-college factors of family income, parents’ education and education expectations, and 

academic preparation predict rural youths’ college enrollment, persistence, and completion 

(Byun, Meece, & Irvin, 2012; Byun, Meece, Irvin, & Hutchins, 2012). 

Prior research on these pre-college factors has focused on the rural disadvantage 

perspective regarding college enrollment and degree attainment (Byun, Meece, & Irvin, 
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2012).  Some features of rural communities such as their small size and strong ties among 

residents may offer additional resources or community social capital, which potentially 

offsets family economic hardship and school resource constraints.  Some early studies have 

indicated that social connections between family and religious organizations have positively 

influenced rural youth educational achievement beyond that predicted by family background 

(Byun, Meece, & Irvin, 2012; Holland, 2012).  Researchers need to consider the connection 

among families, schools, and communities and their influence on students’ success (Byun, 

Meece, & Irvin, 2012).  Of the studies reviewed, none focused on rural African American 

males and their struggle to complete high school.  This lack was noted by Byun, Meece, 

Irvine, and Hutchings (2012): “Although these prior studies contributed to the literature on 

educational aspirations of rural youth, generalizability was limited as rural communities 

significantly differ in ethnic composition, occupational structure, and access to major cities” 

(p. 356). 

African-American males in rural counties face a difficult journey to secondary and 

post-secondary educational achievement (Irvin et al., 2011).  The rural student population has 

fewer resources and receives minimal encouragement to complete secondary and post-

secondary education from family and peers.  Too often, rural school faculty and 

administrators send negative messages knowingly or unknowingly, leaving rural African 

American males feeling disrespected and ignored, frequently resulting in student 

disengagement.  Graduation from high school is a fundamental educational step.  If African-

American males in rural counties are to become high school graduates, programs such the 

ECHSI, which targets this underrepresented population, must continue to address the factors 
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that contribute to high school completion. Completion of early college high school in rural 

communities must have the same priority as in urban and suburban communities. 

Purpose of the Study 

The aim of this embedded case study was to give a voice to rural African American 

males and their support system (principal, counselor, liaison, and teachers) within the early 

college high school (ECHS) by providing a platform for them to share their stories.  The 

research questions for this study identify the important components of further addressing the 

problem.  The following research questions guide this study: 

1. What do African American males in rural early college high schools in North 

Carolina believe contribute to their academic success? 

2. How do the micro-, meso-, macro-, exo- and chronosystems shape academic 

success for the African American male in rural early college high schools in 

North Carolina? 

3. What enables academic success for the African American male in rural early 

college high schools in North Carolina? 

4. What hinders academic success for the African American male in rural early 

college high schools in North Carolina? 

Theoretical Frameworks 

 Theoretical frameworks are the underlying structures for a study and serve as the lens 

through which the researcher completes the study.  The frameworks of the study draw upon 

the concepts, terms, definitions, models, and theories of a specific literature base and 

disciplinary orientation (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Two frameworks guided this embedded 

case study: Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems theory and Critical Race Theory.  Both 
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frameworks helped focus the ways the researcher answered the research questions and 

allowed the voices of the participants to emerge. 

Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Systems Theory   

There have been several studies and national statistics that indicate African American 

males are overrepresented in juvenile detention centers and prisons as well as 

overrepresented in special education classes.  They are also underrepresented in secondary 

school honors, in advanced courses, on college campuses, and they are consistently reported 

as academically underachieving in today’s schools (Hines & Holcomb-McCoy, 2013; Irvin et 

al., 2010; Palmer & Maramba, 2011).   

Bioecological systems theory is an ecological model introduced in the 1970s by Uri 

Bronfenbrenner that describes a shared process between a person and the environment.  This 

process influences behavior and psychosocial outcomes.  A nested layer of environmental 

systems influences the development of an individual in a mutually-accommodating manner 

that is represented visually.  Bronfenbrenner’s model of interconnected environmental 

systems includes the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem.  

Each has specific components linking environmental factors that influence the individual 

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). 

The microsystem describes the individual’s own biology, personality, beliefs and 

perceptions, intellectual gifts, and interactions with familial, home, peer groups, 

neighborhood, and school environments.  The mesosystem links the environments of the 

microsystem.  The exosystem examines the external environmental settings and community 

factors such as a parent’s place of employment, which could affect an individual even if that 

person is not a direct participant.  The macrosystem looks at larger cultures or systems, 
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which could be physical, emotional, and ideological, that might affect individual 

development.  These also may include regional and national culture in addition to economic 

and political culture.  The chronosystem is the pattern and arrangement of the environmental 

events and transitions as well as the sociohistorical context in which they occur over time, 

such as the changes in career opportunities for women over the last few decades (Bush & 

Bush, 2013). 

In his bioecological systems theory, Bronfenbrenner suggests that family and parental 

factors have the potential to protect an individual against negative peer influences, which 

implies a controlling role of family and peer variables.  Bush and Bush (2013) explain, 

“Humans exist in a symbiotic and bidirectional relationship with one another, their 

environment, and other phenomena” (p. 12).  Bronfenbrenner’s assumption of 

interconnectedness suggests that individuals within a specific context are connected, as are 

the different levels of systems that surround that individual.  The theory examines the effects 

that policy, culture and societal norms have on human behavior and circumstance 

(Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994).  Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems theory is a suitable 

framework for this embedded case study since ecological systems thinking is a natural 

extension of African-centered thought and practice (Bush & Bush, 2013). 

Critical Race Theory 

In the early 1970s, the Critical Race Theory (CRT) movement began when several 

lawyers, activists, and legal scholars across the country realized that the civil rights efforts of 

the 1960s had begun to stall and were in danger of being rolled back.  These early CRT 

activists used the law as the starting point for what has become a powerful tool to examine 

societal issues of affirmative action, standardized testing, school curriculum, history, and 
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policymaking (Palmer & Maramba, 2011).  CRT can be applied beyond the discipline of law.  

Sociologists use it to examine health care and the oppression of women of color as well as 

others who are at the intersection of two or more categories, such as gender and class.  CRT 

has had an impact on more disciplines and on state and national discussions: “Critical theory 

provided another forum to examine disparities in education for Black men.  This theory 

perceived human affairs as socially constructed” (Palmer & Maramba, 2011, p. 438).   

An understanding of CRT requires the examination of five principles (tenets) that 

support the theory: interest convergence, racial realism, storytelling and counter-narratives, 

whiteness as property, and intersectionality (Brown & Jackson, 2013).  With interest 

convergence, the interest of Blacks in achieving racial equality could be achieved only when 

it converged with the interests of Whites.  The principle of racial realism states that the 

centrality of racism is in American society and law, and that racism is an integral, permanent, 

and indestructible component in this society (Brown & Jackson, 2013).  Brown and Jackson 

(2013) best describe CRT’s tenet of storytelling and counter-narratives: 

Storytelling and counter-narratives were used to undermine the claims of racial 

neutrality and reveal racism and racial discrimination were neither aberrant nor an 

occasional part of the lives of people of color.  Rather racism and racial 

discrimination are deep and enduring parts of the everyday existences of people of 

color.  The use of chronicles, storytelling, and counter-narratives make visible the 

racial biases that are deeply embedded in the unstated norms of American law and 

culture. (Brown & Jackson, 2013, pp. 18-21)   

Another tenet of CRT is whiteness as property.  The argument here is that American law has 

converted whiteness into a valuable property interest that, although unacknowledged, now 
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forms the background against which legal disputes are framed, argued, and adjudicated 

(Brown & Jackson, 2013).  Intersectionality, the fifth tenet of CRT, examines the impact of 

an individual’s multiple identities on their experiences in society: 

Intersectionality began as an explanation for the state of women of color and the 

often-oppressive experiences they have in society.  Kimberley Williams Crenshaw 

was the first legal scholar to articulate the concept of intersectionality in 1991.  

Crenshaw noted that identity-based politics had been a source of strength, 

community, and intellectual development.  While racism and sexism intersected the 

lives of real people, they seldom did in feminist and antiracist practices. (Howard & 

Reynolds, 2013, p. 234)   

For Crenshaw, the focus on the intersectionality of gender and race highlights the 

need to acknowledge multiple identities when restructuring the social world (Howard & 

Reynolds, 2013).  Many CRT scholars recognize that race, class, and gender intersect in 

complex ways.  Hancock (2007) explains, “Intersectionality makes more sense as a 

conceptual framework from which to understand and articulate the multiple oppressions that 

all marginalized groups face” (p. 230). The use of intersectionality to study the experiences 

of African American males is “new” territory; however, it supports the social justice aspects 

of educational research and education attainment studies.  The use of intersectionality in the 

examination of rural African American males has added to the growing literature on the 

intersection of gender, class, and race in higher education and proposed policies that aid 

administrators in designing more diverse and inclusive curriculums that support rural student 

populations.  Methods used by critical race theorists include collecting stories and narratives 



11 

 

as a means of building cohesion with minority groups and changing the mind-set created by 

stories of the dominant group (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012).   

Significance of the Study 

Educational processes differ for rural and urban youth.  This study has important 

implications for designing interventions and initiating policy reform to support rural African 

American males who may struggle to complete early college high school programs in North 

Carolina. 

Intervention research that provides targeted support for rural student populations who 

perceive significant educational barriers is needed (Irvin et al., 2011).  The current study 

determined whether a one-size-fits all approach to educational issues is appropriate.  Personal 

stories, classroom experiences, and home factors revealed how rural African American males 

adapt to the academic rigor and their environment to earn credentials that qualify them to 

enter the workforce (Henfield, 2012).  Henfield explains the importance of such research:  

It is imperative that Black males not be the sole focus of any interventions designed 

to assist them.  Although these perceptions may not be confirmed, it is important to 

be proactive in dispelling myths others have about Black males as well as those 

negative notions Black males may have about themselves. (p. 184) 

This study heightens the awareness of the challenges and the successes of the rural 

African American male early college high school population and identifies their support 

systems of principal, counselor, liaison and teacher.  The study provides policy 

recommendations and interventions that could influence curriculum development, 

educational and retention policies, and equity gaps.   
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Definition of Terms  

There are some important terms to define to provide context for this study.  The 

definitions provided are informed by literature unless otherwise noted: 

Academic Success:  Academic success can include several measures:  student persistence, 

academic achievement (GPA, grades), attendance, attainment of college credits in 

high school, graduation from high school, enrollment in postsecondary education, and 

ultimately, graduation from postsecondary education (SERVE, 2014).  This study 

focuses on persistence and attainment of college credits as measures of success for 

currently enrolled African American male early college high school students. 

Achievement Gap: Achievement gaps occur when one group of students (such as students 

grouped by race/ethnicity, gender) outperforms another group and the difference in 

average scores for the two groups is statistically significant (that is, larger than the 

margin of error)  (Bohrnstedt, Kitmitto, Ogut, Sherman, & Chan, 2015). 

African American males: According to the U.S. Office of Management and Budget, “Black 

or African American” refers to a person having origins in any of the Black racial 

groups of Africa; includes people who marked the “Black” checkbox; also includes 

respondents who reported African American, Sub-Saharan African (e.g., Kenyan, 

Nigerian); Afro-Caribbean (e.g., Haitian, Jamaican) (Rastogi, Johnson, Hoeffel, & 

Drewery, 2011). Previous research on Black males “is written from a deficit model” 

and characterizes them as “at-risk” and an “endangered species” (Palmer, Wood, 

Dancy, & Strayhorn, 2014, p.10).  Some researchers (e.g., McGuire, Berhanu, Davis, 

& Harper, 2014) have investigated how Black males can overcome institutional 
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biases to view themselves as college-ready and  increase their success in college, no 

matter the institution type.   

Early College High Schools:  These schools provide students with exposure to, and support 

in, college while they are in high school.  Early colleges partner with colleges and 

universities to offer all students an opportunity to earn an Associate’s degree or up to 

2 years of college credits towards a Bachelor’s degree during high school at no or low 

costs to the students (U.S. DOE, Institute of Education Sciences, 2014). 

Rural: According to the North Carolina Department of Commerce (2015), the NC Rural 

Center defines rural counties as those with “population densities of 250 people per 

square mile or less, according to 2014 U.S. Census estimates.” With this definition 80 

out of 100 counties in NC are considered rural and are home to 41% of the state 

population (4 million).  Fourteen NC counties are considered regional cities or 

suburban, and six are considered urban. The NC Department of Commerce says 

“rural communities play a huge rule in North Carolina’s economy” with 30% of NC 

jobs in 2014 being in rural counties.  NC has the second largest rural population in the 

nation. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter presents a review of the literature on the history of early college high 

school programs, African American males in rural settings, high school completion and non-

completion, rural students’ persistence and motivation, and Nodding’s Ethic of Care.  The 

purpose of this embedded case study was to connect the intersection of race and gender with 

the challenges and academic successes of rural African American males in NC early college 

high schools.   

History of Early College High Schools 

The Early College High School Initiative (ECHSI) began in 2002 when the Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation provided $2 billion in funding.  The Early College High School 

model combines high school and college-level instruction with the ultimate outcomes of 

reduced drop rates and improved academic achievement levels while boosting students’ 

chances of graduating from school and finding jobs (DiMaria, 2013).  This rigorous 

education is “tuition free.”  The ECHSI focuses on providing opportunities specifically for 

students who are first-generation college students or qualified for free or reduced lunch; the 

program presents the chance for the students to earn up to two years of college credits while 

still in high school.  Students can enter the ECHSI program starting in ninth grade.  Empirical 

studies on minority high school students in these programs primarily have focused on urban 

and suburban student populations (DiMaria, 2013). 

DiMaria (2013) provides a definition of the early college high school (ECHS) model 

and the student population that it was created to serve, and discusses how ECHS programs 

give a “shot in the arm” to families in which college was rarely, if ever, discussed and of 

whom little was expected.  In many areas of the country, ECHS programs got results.  The 
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ECHS is not like traditional high school with football games, prom, homecoming, and other 

extra-curricular activities that enhance a high school student’s journey.  Students who 

complete the ECHS earn both a high school diploma and college credits, and in some 

programs, students earn an Associate’s degree. DiMaria (2013) does not reference any 

statistics regarding the demographic populations in the ECHS programs.  The article lacks a 

comprehensive reporting of how these targeted students of low-income households, first-

generation college goers, students of color, and English-language learners really benefit from 

ECHS. 

Berger, Adelman, and Cole (2010) examined early college programs, including how 

the goal of improving student achievement developed, and whether that goal was met.  They 

explain how the dual enrollment program could lead to a range of positive outcomes 

including earning a high school degree, enrolling in a college, enrolling in a four-year 

college, enrolling full-time, and persisting in college when compared to students without any 

college experience.  Berger, Adelman, and Cole (2010) state that the premise behind students 

benefiting from early college high schools is that while unengaged in traditional school 

settings, the early college student could be motivated at a relatively early age to view 

themselves as successful participants in the early college.  The authors list three primary 

benefits of early college: earning free college credit, gaining a taste of college, and increasing 

student confidence in their academic abilities (Berger, Adelman & Cole, 2010).  Berger, 

Adelman and Cole (2010) present a positive view of the early college high school and its 

outcomes for student achievement and persistence while suggesting that student confidence 

in their academic abilities could be an end product for students in the early college. 
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Kaniuka and Vickers (2010) compared the performance of students attending an early 

college high school with the performance of similar students who attended a traditional high 

school.  Additionally, the researchers gathered information from faculty members on why 

they were successful and analyzed the role of classroom teachers and administrators in these 

programs.  Kaniuka and Vickers’ (2010) study is guided by three research questions that 

sought to examine the academic program, gather reflections of senior students, and collect 

the reflections of current faculty on their experiences in the role of teacher and administrator.  

Using an early college high school in Cumberland County, North Carolina, as the research 

site, Kaniuka and Vickers (2010) examined the early college experience of senior students 

using an online survey.  Faculty also completed a survey to gather information about their 

professional experiences in early college.  Data were disaggregated by race and gender.  The 

achievement gap was measured by comparing the percentage of students earning a passing 

score across student subgroups with their traditional school peers.  Kaniuka and Vickers 

(2010) report that despite some success in closing achievement gaps and in improving the 

graduation rates of some minorities, the disparities as defined by race and gender persisted.  

The achievement gap remained an elusive and persistent challenge and was further 

complicated by the fact that, nationally, little or no progress has been made in helping 

traditionally underrepresented students achieve college readiness.  The results indicated that 

students had an appreciation of the school and were focused on academics; students also 

indicated that the school allowed them to develop an identity as a successful student.  

Teachers in the school were willing to personally invest in the students and create a learning 

environment conducive for student learning.  Students perceived their instructors as 

committed, passionate, caring, supportive, and dedicated to the students.  A theme that the 
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study identified was one of creating a caring and student-centered school.  The idea of 

relationships was universally mentioned.  Teachers commented that developing and fostering 

relationships was a critical success factor.  Despite the value of Kaniuka and Vickers’ (2010) 

results, their study only looked at one school, and the results had limited generalizability.  

There was also the question of whether this theme of relationships with faculty in a small 

school setting could pose challenges to students moving to a larger educational setting.  This 

study did not examine a rural population of students, so the results did not add to rural 

education research. 

African American Males in Rural Settings 

There is little research on the academic achievements and challenges of rural students 

in ECHS programs.  When compared to the research conducted in urban and suburban 

educational settings, relatively little systematic research has been completed in rural schools.  

Nearly 30% of U.S. schools were in rural communities, yet less than 65% of the research 

conducted on schools includes rural schools (Hardré, Sullivan & Crowson, 2009).  Rural 

schools serve large numbers of minority students, families in socioeconomic distress, and 

many single-parent families with little education.  Dropout rates in some of the more remote 

schools in this country are well over twice the national average, and rural students often drop 

out or discontinue their educational pursuits prematurely (Hardré, Sullivan, & Crowson, 

2009). Hardré, Sullivan and Crowson (2009) describe how rural high school students’ self-

perceptions and environmental perceptions influence their course-related interest, school 

engagement, and, ultimately, post-graduation intentions.  Students in their study who lived in 

rural counties were found to be at risk for low motivation and a lack of school success.  Most 

rural schools offer fewer support and extracurricular programs overall than do non-rural 
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schools, and teachers are often required to be an “expert” in multiple subject areas for 

multiple grade levels (Hardré, Sullivan & Crowson, 2009).   Hardré, Sullivan and Crowson 

(2009) studied students from 10 public high schools in a southwestern U.S. state.  In their 

study, rural schools were in small (population below 2,500) and relatively-isolated 

communities (at least two hours from a major metropolitan area, and one hour from a four-

year college or university).  These communities were generally low socio-economic status 

(SES) (average family income under $23,000 a year) and had a prevalence of low-end jobs 

(mostly agricultural or low-skill industrial) with low area median education (high school 

diploma and some vocational training, but a majority without formal post-secondary 

education).  The results of the study indicated that rural students share patterns of internal 

motivational processes with the non-rural student, but they may value different subjects and 

imagine different futures for themselves.  Teachers and administrators may use the strength 

of their influence along with the connection of rural youth to their local communities to help 

them shape appropriate goals and aspirations.   This article suggested that future research on 

rural students and schools is essential, especially on rural students’ motivational 

characteristics that underpin achievement and future-oriented educational outcomes.  Hardré, 

Sullivan and Crowson’s (2009) findings are a valuable addition to the rural education 

literature because they describe the researchers’ intent to focus on rural schools and examine 

the patterns of rural students in these public high schools.   

Hardré (2012) defines rural, with the purpose of being clear, saying that that “rural” is 

about more than size or location; rather, it is about placed-based issues, economics, culture 

and values. Rural secondary schools in the US are defined by their geographic location in 

small communities (low population density) that are remote from large metropolitan areas 
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(geographic isolation), and where the local industry is tied to place (largely agricultural/ 

place-based economy).  Because of the community characteristics, the schools in Hardré’s 

(2012) study were also relatively small and had limited resources (small school size), and 

most area families’ incomes were well below state and national averages earned (low-SES). 

This profile of rural communities and schools was consistent with federal and state data for 

these areas.  Hardré (2012) found that rural secondary students in his study responded to their 

teachers as a source of motivational information and modeling more strongly than they 

responded to their peers and concluded that teachers need to be equipped with the knowledge 

and skills to identify the strength, quality and causes of students’ motivation with strategies 

to intervene where gaps were apparent.   

Arnold, Newman, Gaddy, and Dean (2005) describe the increasing diversity of 

student backgrounds, learning styles, and needs with new federal and state accountability 

requirements.  Debates about the allocation and availability of education funding are 

challenges in every community, but in rural communities, their geographic isolation presents 

them with a unique set of challenges.  The authors describe how the lack of high-quality 

research conducted in rural settings offers limited suggestions for interventions in rural 

communities (Arnold et al., 2005).  Relatively few scholars have studied rural education 

issues, and almost no funding was available to conduct education research in specific rural 

contexts when they began their study.  Arnold, Newman, Gaddy, and Dean (2005) identified 

parent expectations as an important factor in improving student achievement, concluding that 

schools could boost student achievement by encouraging parents and other community 

members to recognize the potential of higher aspirations and expectations from students.  

They confirmed that non-rural students continue to have higher educational achievement 



20 

 

rates than rural students.  Arnold, Newman, Gaddy, and Dean (2005) believe that increasing 

the body of rural education research requires an agenda with a concerted effort to commit 

resources needed to investigate these issues in rural education.  This article suggests that 

academically-talented rural youth often are encouraged by their parents and teachers to stay 

in school, go to college, and move to the city to find higher paying jobs.  The Arnold, 

Newman, Gaddy, and Dean (2005) study is valuable because it states the need for 

encouragement from student support systems (parents and teachers) as well as the 

involvement of rural community support for students to complete high school.   

In their study of rural and non-rural differences in education attainment, Byun, 

Meece, and Irvin (2012) address the limitations of prior research on rural and non-rural 

disparities in educational attainment.  Specifically, they investigated rural and non-rural 

disparities in college enrollment and degree attainment using a longitudinal data from the 

National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 that followed high school seniors from 1992 

through their post-secondary years to 2000.  They report that while rural students (or schools) 

were a homogenous group, there was variability in occupational structure, median income, 

ethnic composition, population density, geographical isolation, and school quality across 

rural communities in the United States (Byun, Meece, & Irvin, 2012).  They define the term 

non-rural to refer to suburban and urban locales and note that other comparative studies have 

also used the term.  Specifically, rural communities were characterized as high in social 

resources due to their small size and strong connections among families, schools, and 

religious institutions.  Byun, Meece, and Irvin (2012) refer to other studies that have drawn 

attention to features of rural families, schools, and communities that promoted positive youth 

development and note that few studies of educational attainment have ever examined these 
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features of rural communities.  Byun, Meece, and Irvin (2012) could not locate large-scale 

longitudinal data to examine the existence of the rural and non-rural gap in postsecondary 

educational attainment, and they reported that most prior research on rural and non-rural 

disparities relied on rural disadvantage perspective, arguing that rural parents and schools 

invest fewer resources in their children’s education.   

The limited research that examines rural disparities and successes in postsecondary 

educational attainment by rural African American males in ECHS programs provides a sound 

basis for conducting this research study to identify factors responsible for this gap in the 

literature.  This embedded case study adds to rural educational research about rural 

experiences of African American males and the administrators, faculty, staff and teachers in 

NC early college high school programs. 

African American Males and High School Completion 

Young people without a high school education will be ill-equipped for the modern 

workforce.  Young adults are likely to be unemployed, they may add to the welfare burden, 

and they may be disproportionately at risk for drug abuse and incarceration.  Although a high 

school diploma does not guarantee a job, it substantially increases the chances for 

employment and with it, the chances for a better life.  Davis, Ajzen, Saunders, and Williams 

(2002) illustrate how according to the theory of planned behavior, human action is influenced 

by three major factors: a favorable or unfavorable evaluation of the behavior (attitude toward 

the behavior), perceived social pressure to perform or not perform the behavior (subjective 

norm), and self-efficacy in relation to the behavior (perceived behavioral control).  Given the 

difference in the quality of life between students who complete school and those who do not, 

combined with the expected demand for skilled workers in the future, high school completion 
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remains an issue of paramount importance.  Their findings suggest that the difference 

between students who stay in school and those who drop out can be understood in terms of 

cognitive, motivational, and situational factors that are reflected in beliefs about the likely 

consequences of staying in school and about the difficulties involved in doing so (Davis et 

al., 2002). 

Given the increasing urgency for closing the racial achievement gap, it is surprising 

that few empirical studies have focused on racial differences in how parents are oriented 

toward dealing with their child’s inadequate academic performance and whether achievement 

differences exist between the various strategies that parents are inclined to employ. Robinson 

and Harris (2013) studied the link between parents’ philosophy for dealing with inadequate 

academic performance and children’s achievement for groups who typically perform 

inadequately in school.  The importance of this link becomes apparent when considering the 

magnitude of the impact of racial differences on achievement.  Examining this link could 

yield strategies useful for educators and parents of youths from traditionally underperforming 

groups.  Robinson and Harris (2013) sought to answer three questions in their study:   

First, do racial differences exist in parenting philosophy for addressing inadequate 

achievement? Second, given the importance social class can have on both parenting 

and achievement, does social class have implications for the strategies parents believe 

are more effective for dealing with inadequate achievement? Finally, is parents’ 

philosophy for dealing with inadequate achievement consequential for children’s 

academic achievement? (p. 1348) 

Although parenting styles have been attributed to social class, some studies have shown that 

there are racial differences in parenting regardless of social class. For example, in a study 
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across various social class strata, White parents were more likely to emphasize children’s 

happiness and self-esteem while Black parents emphasized obedience and school 

performance. They also found that Blacks were more likely to report that being a 

disciplinarian was a major part of their role as parents. Even among their upper-middle-class 

subsample, they found that White parents were more likely to use reason in disciplinary 

situations, while Black parents were more likely to withdraw privileges (Robinson & Harris, 

2013).  A main finding from Robinson and Harris (2013) is that a non-punitive parenting 

philosophy enhances future academic performance; they suggest that non-punitive strategies 

are particularly effective because they create an optimal setting under which children can 

devote more attention to schooling.  Robinson and Harris (2013) suggest that educators and 

policymakers should pay attention to how parents respond to inadequate achievement.  

Imploring parents of inadequately performing students to be more involved without 

providing them with some guidance might exacerbate the problem. 

Irvin, Farmer, Leung, Thompson, and Hutchins (2010) examined school, community, 

and church activities as age-appropriate and active forms of student participation that may 

supplement traditional classroom learning for rural adolescents.  The Irvin et al. (2010) study 

took place in two rural counties.  Poverty among children is greater in rural America than in 

urban areas, as 195 of the 200 persistently poorest counties in the U. S. are in rural areas (i.e., 

Appalachia, the Mississippi Delta, the Southern “Black Belt”, and the lower Rio Grande 

Valley) where child poverty rates often exceed 35% (Irvin et al., 2010).  Three specific aims 

guided this study: the first aim was to examine the relationship of participation in activities 

across several contexts including school, community, and church activities; the second aim 

was to clarify relationships between participation in specific types of activities and 
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participants’ achievements; the third aim was to test for gender differences in participation in 

activities as well as whether gender moderated relationships between participation in 

activities and achievement.  The student sample in Irvin et al.’s (2010) study was 100% 

African American.  In terms of ethnicity, this sample reflected the public-school attendance 

of the two counties and the general population in each of the participating schools.  They 

reviewed academic achievement in terms of end-of-year school grades and found that 

students usually participate in school activities because of their personal interest and 

enjoyment from the activity.  The research results did not support the contention that the 

community could provide activities and programs that would additionally support 

adolescents, particularly for youth living in poverty.  Additionally, the results suggest that not 

all school activities are uniquely related to achievement among impoverished rural African 

American youth and suggested that more research is needed to examine the link to 

achievement for impoverished rural African American youth and participation in school and 

church activities (Irvin et al., 2010).  

Whaley and Noël (2012) provide an overview of the cultural compatibility 

perspective on African American students’ academic achievement using several cultural 

compatibility theories.  Cultural compatibility theories consider cultural identification among 

African American youth and their academic pursuits as mutually reinforcing components of 

their personal identity.  These researchers conducted a series of studies to test their socially-

contextualized model of African American identity.   They describe some research in a 

broader multicultural context, such as studies including other populations of color.  Whaley 

and Noël (2012) suggest that the best chance for schools in meeting their educational goals 

for African American youth and reducing the achievement gap is to recognize common 
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ground and to capitalize on the cultural strengths of the African American community.  This 

article does not suggest extended research areas or offer any recommendations on strategies 

that might engage the African American community and the school in collaborating to 

improve the educational achievements of students.  Rural communities in the study were 

shown to have socioeconomic challenges that require intentional and specific agendas that 

encourage communication between parents, students, schools and the surrounding 

community (Whaley & Noël, 2012). 

African American men accounted for 4.3% of the total enrollment at four-year higher 

education institutions in the United States. Notably, college enrollment among Black men 

was the same as it was in 1976.  Of the 73.7% of African American men who graduated from 

high school in 2000 compared to 79.7% of African American women, only 33.8% of African 

American men enrolled in college compared to 43.9% of their female counterparts. Although 

the current gender gap among men and women seems to be problematic across all racial and 

ethnic lines, the extent to which this was true was striking among Blacks (Palmer & 

Maramba, 2011).  Palmer and Maramba (2011) examined the research from high school to 

college enrollments for minority students.  Although African Americans demonstrated a 

desire for education, Black men’s enrollment and completion rates in higher education were 

dismal compared to other groups, most notably Black women.  They note that research has 

shown that academic problems hindering the educational progress of African American men 

began early, impinging their ability to graduate from high school (Palmer & Maramba, 

2011).  In elementary and secondary education, teachers and counselors were found to be far 

more likely to impose negative expectations upon African American men than on their White 

counterparts as they relate to attending college.  African American students are also 
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disproportionately disciplined, are more apt to face expulsions, and are suspended longer and 

more frequently than White students (Palmer & Maramba, 2011).  Palmer and Maramba 

(2012) document how early the education system begins to see the disengagement of African 

American men from education; they suggest that negative expectations from teachers and 

counselors affect African American students’ desire to succeed in higher education. 

Irvin, Farmer, Leung, Thompson, and Hutchins (2010) examined the relationship 

between students’ participation in school, community, and church activities and how this 

involvement influenced academic achievement for a specific sample of minority students 

from rural African American communities.  They acknowledged the limited research on the 

activities of students who live in rural communities and who experience high levels of 

poverty; they also provide statistics about the Southern “Black Belt” and describe how the 

poverty rate is particularly high for African American youth in the rural Deep South.  Irvin et 

al. (2010) introduce the influence of the intersection between gender and race on the 

participation rates between African American females and males. 

Using an anti-deficit approach, Kim and Hargrove (2013) focused on the perspectives 

of how Black males in PWIs and historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) 

navigate educational attainment using faculty, family, their social environment, and 

spirituality as a means to creating resilience.  The study shows how this population of Black 

males created their sense of identity by reflecting on their accomplishments, thereby self-

motivating to persist.  The goal of their study was to fill the gap in current research by using 

a more heuristic framework, one that could suggest future research on Black male collegiate 

experiences and success by drawing upon resilience theories (Kim & Hargrove, 2013).  The 

researchers indicate that participants attributed college transition or pre-college programs and 
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scholarship opportunities to their persistence and academic achievement.  Kim and Hargrove 

(2013) also introduce a recurring theme in literature regarding the resiliency of Black male 

college students: educational resiliency, defined as the ability of students to succeed 

academically despite difficult and challenging life circumstances and risk factors that prevent 

them from succeeding, is key (p. 300).  They explain, “Protective factors associated with the 

social environment exist primarily in schools and neighborhoods where students may tap into 

the expertise of teachers or administrators and supportive relationships with peers to foster 

resilience” (Kim & Hargrove, 2013, p. 306).  Kim and Hargrove (2013) maintain that 

individual students can overcome educational barriers using resources from both cultural and 

environmental contexts.   

Butler-Barnes, Chavous, Hurd, and Varner (2013) examined the impact of African 

American adolescents’ racial discrimination experiences on academic persistence and 

discussed how personal and cultural assets might have served as a protective function.  They 

looked at how students overcame racial discrimination experiences using their racial pride, 

self-efficacy, and self-acceptance to moderate and reduce the negative impact of 

discrimination on academic persistence.  Butler-Barnes et al.’s (2013) study suggests how 

minority adolescents overcome discrimination through race pride and self-efficacy. 

Adams (2014) examined new research about getting a head start earning college 

credit in high school and how it paid off.  Nearly 25% of graduates from ECHS programs 

earned a college degree (typically an Associate’s degree) two years after graduation, 

compared with 5% of their peers in other high schools, according to a report issued by the 

Washington-based American Institutes for Research.  Overall, 81% of ECHS students 

enrolled in college compared with 72% of students attending traditional schools.  These 
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schools did not have a significantly higher impact on students’ attending a four-year college 

than students attending other high schools during the study period (Adams, 2014).  Adams 

(2014) provides statistics that support the important gains of early college high school 

students but does not mention any statistics on the educational gains reached by rural 

students. 

Syed, Azmitia and Cooper (2011) examined three areas of convergence that were 

matters of identity development or academic success for underrepresented ethnic minority 

students (URMs) in the United States: (1) prejudice and stereotype threat; (2) the role of 

social support; and (3) the availability of options for identity development.  They reviewed 

sociological research that has been concerned with how social structures shape behavior and 

has focused less on the individual than psychology does (Syed, Azmitia & Cooper, 2011).  

They discussed microsociology and how it links aspects of social structures to how 

individuals and groups functioned within them.  These researchers examined social 

interactions within the context of the cultural and historical forces that shaped them and thus 

considered both structure and agency. 

Holland (2012) describes how the composition of the educational institution might 

influence the social integration of African American males, having studied differences in the 

racial composition of a school and other organizational factors that may have influenced 

integration factors in the sample population. Social status characteristics and strategies made 

these students more approachable.  Holland (2012) explains that we should consider how the 

context of a school might affect students differently based on gender, which may be true in 

other schools as well, and argues that administrators must learn how students view their 
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experiences.  Holland’s (2012) study is important because it describes how the context where 

African American males learn may affect their ability to navigate higher education. 

African American Males and Non-Completion (Drop-Out)  

 Interest in conducting the current study began with a presentation of data to the 

researcher by a colleague that indicated low completion rates for African American males in 

North Carolina’s early college high school programs persisted.  This goal of this embedded 

case study was to examine rural African American males enrolled in several NC early college 

high school programs experiencing academic success.  Much research has been conducted on 

dropping out of high school. 

Finn (1989) describes how the decision to drop out of high school is a developmental 

process that may begin over time in the earliest grades.  Students who fail to participate in 

school-relevant activities may have significantly less success remaining in school.  The 

dropout rate seems to be compounded by a disproportionate number of minorities and 

children from low-socioeconomic (SES) status.  The large numbers of dropouts place 

increased burdens on social welfare programs of housing, healthcare and employment, if not 

further subsidized by education.  Finn (1989) further describes how by high school, extreme 

forms of withdrawal, behavior problems, skipping classes, or being disruptive are evident in 

students.  School policies on this behavior “reject” the student and make it difficult for the 

student to maintain regular contact with the school environment.  For certain students, 

dropping out may have seemed to be a very small step (Finn, 1989).  The article further 

stated that some students made the careful decision that work or family care was the best 

course decision in their lives.  The emotional ingredient needed to maintain student 

involvement and to overcome occasional adversity was lacking in the participants.  
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Interventions by administrators at all ages may increase and maintain students’ participation 

levels (Finn, 1989).  Finn’s (1989) study is important because it identifies how student 

disengagement could begin in early education classes, starting the decision-making process 

that leads to students dropping out. 

Tyler and Lofstrom (2009) closely examined the problems posed when students did 

not complete high school, even if they later completed a General Education Development 

(GED) credential. They discussed the ongoing, sometimes heated, debate over how prevalent 

the dropout problem is, noting that one important reason for discrepancies in reported 

dropout rates was whether holders of GED credentials were counted as high school 

graduates.  Tyler and Lofstrom (2009) also explained that the distinction between having a 

traditional high school diploma or a GED credential would be less important if the two 

differently-credentialed groups had equally favorable outcomes in the labor market and 

higher education. But in terms of labor market outcomes such as wages and employment, 

GED holders fared consistently worse than regular high school graduates, and GED holders 

also got less postsecondary education than regular high school graduates (Tyler & Lofstrom, 

2009).  Not surprisingly, students reported a variety of reasons for leaving school early, and 

studies consistently found that a complex set of relationships between student, family, 

school, and community factors were linked with the dropout decision. Importantly, a 

substantial body of research suggested that the decision to drop out was often not made 

suddenly as the result of recent and potentially temporary factors, but rather was part of a 

longer process of disengagement from school (Tyler & Lofstrom, 2009).  Their findings 

reinforce the statement that disengagement from school is one of the factors linked to the 

student decision to drop out. 
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Goldschmidst and Wang (1999) conducted a study to examine how the effects of risk 

factors changed over time and how they vary between schools using National Educational 

Longitudinal Study (NELS) data.  Further, they examined whether early dropouts (those 

dropping out between 8th and 10th grade) and late dropouts (those dropping out between 

10th and 12th grade) were affected differently by common risk factors and how these risk 

factors varied between middle and high schools (Goldschmidst & Wang, 1999).  The 

problem of students dropping out before completing high school remains a concern, 

particularly because the economic impact of not obtaining a high school diploma is 

increasing.  Dropping out not only directly affects earnings, but also affects whether a person 

is likely to be employed at all.  Goldschmidst and Wang (1999) identify social costs of 

dropping out, reporting that at the time of their study, the total loss in lifetime tax revenue 

associated with dropping out was approximately $70 billion for a single eighth-grade cohort 

in the United States; that 82% of all prison inmates were dropouts; and that increasing 

dropout rates increases the cost of implementing dropout prevention and job training 

programs (although the cost-effectiveness of these programs was still in question).  

Goldschmidst and Wang (1999) also examined ascriptive characteristics to explain 

differences in dropout behavior by gender and ethnicity.  Their findings underscore the need 

to improve high school graduation rates among underserved populations: 

Examination of dropout rates revealed that Hispanics were more likely to drop out 

than African Americans were, and African Americans were more likely to drop out 

than Whites were. Yet, ethnicity itself does not explain the disparate rates.  

Examining the risk factors by ethnicity highlighted the fact that some risk factors 

were far more prevalent among certain groups. For example, African American youth 
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were three times as likely as White youth to come from single-parent households, to 

live in poverty, or to have parents without high school diplomas.  On the other hand, 

Whites were twice as likely as African Americans to exhibit no risk factors for 

dropping out. (Goldschmidst & Wang, 1999, pp. 717-718) 

Family characteristics were often divided into social (e.g., parent relations, family structure), 

financial (e.g., parent income), and human (e.g., parent education) capital, with each of these 

factors affecting dropout behavior. Goldschmidst and Wang (1999)describe the populations 

most at risk for dropping out of high school: 

Students coming from families with poor relations with the school, families in which 

there was a lack of parent involvement, and single-parent homes were more likely to 

drop out.  The impact of single-parent families was twofold. First, single-parent 

families were more likely to live in poverty; the poverty rate for such families was 

about 50%. Second, youth in single-parent families were less likely to receive school-

related support. (p. 718) 

Prior research indicates that both a student's family poverty level and the neighborhood 

poverty level affected student dropout behavior:  

In urban schools with less than 20% of students coming from poor households, the 

dropout rate was 13%; in schools with more than 50% of students coming from poor 

households, the dropout rate was 30%. Conversely, students attending schools with a 

wealthier cohort had lower odds of dropping out, even after controlling for individual 

differences in student characteristics. The neighborhoods in which students lived 

were more likely to affect boys than girls, especially in poor or unsafe neighborhoods, 
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because girls were more likely to be restricted by curfews. (Goldschmidst &Wang, 

1999, p. 720)   

Goldschmidst and Wang’s (1999) study identified several factors that could influence the 

likelihood of a student dropping out of high school including family characteristics and 

ascriptive characteristics, such as ethnicity and gender. 

In other research on factors that may lead to increased dropout rates, Lee and Burkam 

(2003) describe the role that schools play in their students' decisions to stay in school or 

leave before graduating, focusing on characteristics of schools that may have been influenced 

by policy interventions beyond their demographic composition. They explain the impact of 

dropout rates on society: “Although the dropout rate had declined substantially since the 

early 1940s, the loss to the nation's stock of human capital from students leaving high school 

was still unacceptably high” (Lee & Burkam, 2003, p. 355).  Lee and Burkam (2003) found 

that high schools, through their organizations, might either have forced out or held in 

students whose personal characteristics might put them at risk of dropping out before they 

graduated.  Because students' experiences with and progress in school play such important 

roles in their transition from childhood to adulthood in contemporary society, leaving school 

is viewed as particularly harmful for adolescents' life chances, cutting those who choose to 

leave school off from potentially valuable information, developmental opportunities, and 

personal assistance. The article addresses the risks associated with dropping out of high 

school.  Lee and Burkam (2003) discuss the fact that risk was a common perspective for 

studies of school dropout, which was widely agreed to be an unwelcome educational 

outcome.  Researchers and writers concerned with dropping out often divided the construct 

into two categories: social risk and academic risk. Social risk includes demographic factors 
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associated with a higher likelihood of school difficulties: race/ethnicity, age, language-

minority status, gender, family income, parents' education, and family structure. As the 

researchers explain, “Members of racial and ethnic minority groups dropped out at higher 

rates than White students, as do those from low-income families, from single-parent 

households, and from families in which one or both parents also did not complete high 

school” (Lee & Burkam, 2003, p. 357). The second category, academic risk, refers to 

students' school behaviors and performance, which reflect the actual manifestation of school-

related problems: 

These behaviors characterized the dropout process. For example, students who 

eventually dropped out often had a history of absenteeism and grade retention, 

academic trouble, and, more general disengagement from school life. Leaving school 

may have represented some students’ final attempt to “resolve” such problems.  Even 

young children may have been at academic risk of eventually dropping out, if early in 

their school lives they manifested such school behaviors as low grades, low 

educational expectations, special education placement, early grade retention, and 

discipline problems. Like social risk, academic risk factors were also cumulative” 

(Lee & Burkam, 2003, p. 357). 

The most important finding in this study was that students were less likely to drop out of high 

schools where relationships between teachers and students (as perceived by the students) 

were more positive.  Although many schools have little ability to influence who attends them, 

Lee and Burkam (2003) believe that the adults who work in schools (teachers and 

administrators) could alter how they interact with their students; they found that students 

stayed in school when social relations with their teachers were positive. This association 
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persisted even when students’ background, school demographics, and school sector were 

considered.  

 In this study, academic success is defined as persistence by African American males 

in rural early college high schools to avoid dropping out.  Kim and Hargrove (2013) have 

studied the characteristics and motivation that prevent drop-outs and lead to persistence 

among African American males in postsecondary education.  They say that success is 

attainable “through an amalgamation of coping strategies, and drawing on strong self-

efficacy, these men persist, achieve, and attain” (Kim & Hargrove, 2013, p. 307).  In 

addition, they found Black males that persist are “resilient,  successfully  identifying,  and  

deploying protective  factors  such  as  peers,  mentors,  and faculty  for  support  and  

guidance” (Kim &Hargove, 2013, p. 308).   

Rural Students Persistence and Motivation 

Rural schools face challenges of recruiting, retaining, and motivating students.  

Hardré (2012) wrote that teachers often assume that students achieving well in school are not 

in danger of motivational deficits.  Even high achievers may be doing well but not achieving 

at full ability, and historically high achievers may suffer from anxiety about failure and social 

pressure to perform at higher levels of challenge.  Rural educators often overestimate 

students’ motivation, compared with students’ own parallel reporting.  The importance of 

rural teachers’ perceptions of their students’ motivation drives their efforts to motivate where 

they focus their energies and concerns.  When teachers can identify the causes of students’ 

lack of motivation, they demonstrate a range of effective motivating strategies that fit their 

students’ needs and context (Hardré, 2012).  When asked what hampered student motivation, 

many rural teachers in Hardré’s sample pointed to home problems; such resource and social 
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deficits are common in many rural places.  Teachers who saw these negative influences used 

a climate of interpersonal support and relatedness at school to compensate for a lack of 

motivational support for education coming from parents and the larger community context.  

The classroom climate that teachers and administrators in the study created had critical 

effects on students’ perceptions of their personal ability, the meaningfulness of the content, 

and their achievement goals, which determined how hard they worked at learning.  Hardré 

(2012) explains that the teachers’ own cultural and individual differences as well as 

personality and interpersonal style influenced how they related to students and to the content 

that they taught.  Teachers needed to know that rural secondary students responded to their 

teachers as a source of motivational information and modeling, more strongly than to their 

peers.  This article is important because it identifies the interconnectedness of the rural 

teacher in the classroom to the success of the student (Hardré, 2012).  It points to the way 

that rural students respond to elements of teachers’ motivating and teaching strategies, and it 

focuses on the importance of teachers accurately assessing and addressing the unique needs 

of rural students.  There were several references to the whole school as a system.  The 

climate that administrators create in the school is as critical to motivating success as what 

teachers do in the classroom (Hardré, 2012). 

Heck and Mahoe (2006) examined how students, their social groupings, and schools 

as organized entities intersect to structure students’ transition to high school and their 

subsequent likelihood to graduate.  They asked two research questions. First, how do 

intersections between social divisions (e.g., ethnicity, social class) and academic-social 

integration within schools contribute to students’ likelihood to persist? Second, how do 

school contextual and process variables (a) affect students’ likelihood to persist and (b) 
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moderate the strength of within-school relationships regarding student persistence? Their 

study looked not only at the effect of interactions concerning race-ethnicity, social class, and 

school organization in explaining student persistence, but also at how the influence of these 

“constellations” may change over time and because of school settings and organization 

features (Heck & Mahoe, 2006, p. 419).  Using an analytic approach, Heck and Mahoe 

(2006) proposed that the effects of student social integration (e.g., views of their teachers, 

misbehavior, and attendance patterns) and academic orientation associated with persistence 

were influenced by social categories.  Over time, these interactions have consequences for 

whether a student progresses normally toward graduation, falls behind their peers, or 

withdraws from school.  The researchers suspected that the presence of these effects could 

vary at difference points in students’ “educational trajectories” (Heck & Mahoe, 2006, p. 

423).  Thus, Heck and Mahoe conducted a longitudinal study that examined two important 

phases during students’ high school years: their transition from middle to high school (i.e., 

eighth to tenth grades) and their later progress towards graduation (eleventh and twelfth 

grades).  Heck and Mahoe (2006) address policy implications of their findings, including the 

point that modeling with-school interactions provides a more complete set of stories about 

how social divisions affect students’ academic and social integration at important phases of 

their high school careers.  Their research also suggests that some schools do a better job of 

meeting the educational needs (e.g., providing a strong curriculum, improving student 

instruction, reducing course-taking inequities, and enhancing academic growth) of students 

with different racial-ethnic and social class than other schools do.  Heck and Mahoe (2006) 

recommend that efforts to increase persistence rates for high school students examine 

different individual (e.g., family poverty, early educational experiences, school transition, 
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course-taking patterns, and career and postsecondary aspirations) and structural-institutional 

(e.g., school structural redesign, curricular and instructional processes, attendance, and 

safety) fronts simultaneously. 

Noddings’ Theory of the Ethic of Care 

Owens and Ennis (2005) note that Nell Noddings’ theory on the ethic of care was 

founded on a feminist framework.  Noddings examined the male-dominated view of rules, 

regulations, and abstract thinking, and he sought to create a connection and relationship in 

interactions and in decision-making.  Noddings defines care as a set of relational practices 

that fosters mutual recognition, realization, growth, development, protection, empowerment, 

human community, culture, and possibility (Owens & Ennis, 2005).  Keeling (2014) explains 

that the ethic of care supposes that the institution and student relationship embrace shared 

responsibility for the quality and outcomes of learning and therefore for students’ capacity, 

ability, and readiness to learn.  Learning is a complex activity of the whole person, and well-

being is a major determinant of students’ readiness to learn. Advancing student success 

requires attention to students as a whole person and to their individual and collective well-

being.  Institutions, divisions, schools, sectors, and programs are to be structured as a 

community of people (Keeling, 2014). 

Keeling (2014) describes implications and consequences of the ethic of care.  Among 

the implications are suggestions that paying attention and noticing with empathy others and 

their circumstances is part of the teacher pedagogy.  Instructors are accepting responsibility 

to act on what is noticed, which recognizes human connectedness and interdependence.  

Teachers are prepared to respond and respond effectively to students.  Keeling (2014) also 

argues that colleges must share responsibility for their students’ achievement of success and 
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must take account of students as people who were learning, explaining, “Students without 

‘soft skills’ frustrated their future employers and colleagues” (Keeling, 2014, p. 144).  

Common lived experiences of these influences on readiness to learn include any number of 

examples, including not having sufficient access to technology or resources that could 

manifest as frustration, distraction, and stress in students.  Keeling (2014) claims that dignity, 

justice, and well-being are essential to human flourishing and sustainability.  The mind must 

be free of constraints to be ready to learn.  The ethic of care requires that college and 

universities recognize, acknowledge, and manage or overcome individual, community, and 

systematic challenges and barriers to students’ well-being.  Keeling (2014) proclaims, “The 

institution must notice and act” (p. 146). 

Thurston and Berkley (2010) suggest that rural schools are often the focal point of the 

community, serve as a source of community integration, and are a source of “pride, special 

cohesion, and local identification” (p. 25).  A sense of community and smallness of scale; 

close personal and social relationships among students, teachers, and parents; and sense of 

oneness among community members or community connectedness represent the qualities of 

rural life.  The ethic of care is essential to effective teaching and creating a sense of 

community.  Thurston and Berkley (2010) explain that Noddings suggests that caring should 

be part of the cultural literacy that schools and communities impart, and that “themes of care 

should take education beyond systematic and sequential learning of content” (p. 27).  

Noddings believes that developing students with a strong capacity to care is a major objective 

of responsible education.  Caring is a value that is grounded in relationships.  Noddings 

suggests that caring in schools is vital for developing caring, respectful, and responsible 

students, and it “creates an atmosphere conducive to learning” (Thurston & Berkley, 2010, p. 
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27).  When schools are thought to be caring communities, achievement is enhanced, and 

students learn to “internalize the values” of caring for themselves, their classmates, their 

teachers, their school, and their community (Thurston & Berkley, 2010, p. 27). 

In other research on the factors that can influence student success, Caldwell and 

Sholtis (2008) describe ways teachers in their study demonstrated they cared in four 

distinctive themes: “student-oriented, work-oriented, engaging students. and being active” (p. 

85).  The student-oriented theme describes when teachers treat all students with respect 

through an appreciation for individual uniqueness; for example, calling a student by his/her 

name gave the student a sense of his/her identity.  Respect is demonstrated in the classroom 

by modeling to students how to show respect and share complements.  The work-oriented 

theme positively encourages the student during lessons, homework, and free time.  A phone 

call to student or the parent is powerful in showing a student that the teacher believes in him 

or her. Recognizing student achievement openly, providing positive feedback on 

assignments, and using behavior incentives are all effective strategies for encouraging 

students (Caldwell & Sholtis, 2008).  Caldwell and Sholtis (2008) also found that listening to 

students is vital to “eliminating sources of distraction by staying focused on the speaker and 

listening” (p. 86) are key traits of the ability to listen.  They found that the teacher must 

practice self-control and allow ample time for students to answer classroom questions, and 

that they must not become upset easily or display negative body language or hold a grudge.  

The teachers in Caldwell and Sholtis’ (2008) study provided time and resources for self-

discovery learning allowed students to tap into higher-order thinking skills.  By providing 

projects with open-ended topics, teachers gave students the “opportunity to be creative and to 

think about what was important to them, as opposed to just completing a teacher-generated 
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assignment” (Caldwell & Sholtis, 2008, p. 86).  This study clearly describes the behaviors 

and characteristics that the teachers with an ethic of caring philosophy demonstrate to 

students.  It also suggests that students are capable of modeling this same behavior, allowing 

it to become part of their character and living habits. 

Theoretical Frameworks 

 A key challenge for any researcher is choosing in which framework to ground the 

research study.  Several theories including Tinto’s theory of student departure and Bandura’s 

theory of self-efficacy were considered. According to Guiffrida (2006), “Tinto’s model 

posited that students need to ‘break away’ from past associations and traditions to become 

integrated into the institution’s social and academic contexts” (p. 451).  Tinto’s theory posits 

that students enter an institution with certain background characteristics (i.e., family 

background, skills, abilities, and prior schooling) that shaped their levels of commitment for 

completing degrees (Guiffrida, 2006).  Tinto’s theory also notes that students’ levels of 

commitment are continually shaped by their interactions with the various academic and 

social systems of the college.  Research would suggest those minority students’ motivational 

orientations for going to and completing higher education differs from the motivational 

orientations of their White peers (Guiffriday, 2006, p. 452).  Tinto’s theory, however, does 

not hold applicability to minority students because it does not describe developmental 

cultural progression (Guiffrida, 2006).  Tinto’s theory needs to connect the relationship 

between succeeding in higher education (i.e., college) and maintaining connection to one’s 

cultural heritage, community and traditions.  A student’s connection to home and college 

peers, faculty, and staff could help fulfill a student’s need for social relatedness and help 

support academic achievement (Guiffrida, 2006).   
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Bandura’s model of self-efficacy asserts that people execute cognitive, social, and 

behavioral skills required to deal with upcoming situations and that “one believes one can do 

with what one has” (Montcalm, 1999, p. 97).  Bandura’s self-efficacy beliefs have served as 

a foundation for explaining what people think, how they feel, how they make choices, and 

how they motivate themselves (Yazici, 2010).  The self-efficacy theory, however, does not 

include a cultural aspect that would support the racial and ethnic perspectives of this study’s 

participants. 

This researcher’s strong interest in social justice, racial equity and educational 

achievement among marginalized populations led to the selection of two frameworks that are 

inclusive of race, gender, socioeconomic factors, environmental factors, and cultural 

influences as well as spirituality:  Critical Race Theory and Uri Bronfenbrenner’s 

Bioecological Systems Model both provide a layered foundation upon which this embedded 

case study stands.   

Critical Race Theory 

In discussing all-male academies, Mitchell and Stewart (2011) use Critical Race 

Theory as the framework for understanding the establishment of single-gender schools and 

classrooms for African American males in the United States.  Mitchell and Stewart (2011) 

address the growing interest in examining the usefulness of all-male academies as a method 

for improving the educational outcomes and futures of African American males in this 

country.  The continued educational achievement gap confronting African American males in 

America’s public school mandates that educators and policy makers look at the value that all-

male academies offered as one intervention.  This article helped confirm the use of CRT in 

studying gender and race in the educational context.  Mitchell and Stewart (2011) include 
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statistics from the Schott Foundation for Public Education and a study by the Congressional 

Black Caucus Foundation, Inc., which reported that less than half of African American males 

who started high school graduated within four years compared to 75% of White male 

students.  The article states that the issue of race is an important factor in academic 

achievement and that it must be considered in the academic and educational reform policy 

discussion.  Using CRT, Mitchell and Stewart (2011) remind the reader that one of the key 

assumptions undergirding CRT is that racism is more than just unconnected isolated acts by 

individuals, but is endemic to American society, embedded in the legal, cultural, and 

psychological spheres.  Using a critical race methodology creates opportunities to conduct 

research grounded in the experiences and knowledge of people of color using counter-stories 

and case studies that promote efforts to achieve social justice.  Mitchell and Stewart (2011) 

confirmed the use of CRT in the current study as a tool to provide the counter-stories of rural 

African American male high school students and to examine their feelings about education 

and completion, as well as to understand the experiences of rural educators that support these 

students. 

Irving and Hudley (2008) report that the empirical literature connecting African 

American adolescent identity to academic achievement has been somewhat inconsistent.  For 

example, some work found no relationship between academic GPA and ethnic identity for 

African American youth while other work found that ethnic identification (e.g., feeling close 

to members of their own ethnic group) was positively related to school grades for African 

American adolescents and provided a buffer against perceived discrimination from teachers 

and peers.  According to Irving and Hudley (2008), these inconsistent findings may be a 

function of unmeasured dimensions of identity; thus, their study incorporated a broader range 
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of identity-relevant variables that potentially influence both academic motivation and 

achievement.  Research showed that adolescents who devalued academic achievement more 

often directed their behavior to nonacademic pursuits (e.g., personal dress and grooming, 

athletic prowess, dating success) that may conflictewith academic success (Irving & Hudley, 

2008).   

Dottolo and Stewart (2008) examined the stories of poor Black men’s racial identity 

as told with different race, class and gender identities with a focus on the intersection 

between identities and institutions.  The study presents interviews with graduates of a high 

school in the Midwest who were African American males, White males, Black women, and 

White women.  Dottolo and Stewart (2008) present a detailed description of the research 

methods used and the coding procedures that identified themes around a phenomenon while 

acknowledging several limitations to the study including a small sample size (participants 

were from a medium-sized city in the US Midwest, which was considered more socially 

conservative).  The participants came from a specific generation, exposed early in their 

formative years to both civil rights activism and resistance to it as well as to a racially 

polarizing process of school desegregation.  The researchers concluded that the participants’ 

social identities were defined by their institutional encounters with police through the lens of 

intersectionality (Dottolo & Stewart, 2008).  The use of intersectionality and the research 

methods in this study were particularly valuable. 

Steffensmeier, Ulmer, and Kramer (1998) wrote that race, gender, and age are 

important social statuses by which American society has been stratified and differentiated, 

and they show the inconsistent effects of race on sentencing in the legal systems.  The study 

examined several research questions about young Black males receiving harsh sentences 
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relative to young White males and to other race-gender-age groupings.  While this article 

focuses on criminal sentencing, it provides a related view of the criminal sentencing process 

as it used race, gender, and age to examine stereotypes associated with membership in 

various social categories (Steffensmeier et al., 1998).  While the article does not discuss 

education, it does mention how race affects the sentencing outcomes for minority 

populations. 

Matthews (2014) discusses the ways that African American adolescent males form 

their academic identity based on five distinct profiles that predict self-reported classroom 

grades, mastery orientation, and self-handicapping in meaningful and varied ways.  This 

article examines how identifying with academics is essential to student motivation and 

achievement and reviews the disconnect between self-esteem and academic performance 

among ethnic minority students, particularly African American and Latino males.  Matthews’ 

(2014) discussion of the importance of student motivation to achieve academic success is 

relevant to this study. 

Hardré, Sullivan, and Crowson (2009) describe rural practitioners and how students’ 

self-perceptions, goal orientations, and environmental perceptions influence their school 

success.  They describe different types of motivations such as feedback from teachers and 

peers and features of the current learning environment.  Hardré, Sullivan, and Crowson’s 

(2009) mixed methods study used questionnaires that examined self-perceptions, goal 

orientations, school engagement, student perceptions of student support, and perceptions of 

the classroom learning environment.   

Hlinka, Mobelini, and Giltner (2015) published a qualitative study about students in 

rural Kentucky and the perceived barriers students reported as well as the sources of 
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encouragement they found.  The goal of the study was to understand the role of the rural 

community college in helping students navigate the academic hurdles from high school to 

college credential.  The article informs the understanding of rural students’ experiences. 

Rogers, Scott, and Way (2015) examined the development of and relationship 

between racial and gender identity and how they influence adjustment over time.  The 

researchers used social identity theory and developmental theories of identity.  The definition 

for social identity theory is that one derives social and emotional significance from his or her 

membership in, and attachment to, a social group.  The article looks at how the centrality of 

race is assumed to increase with age (Rogers et al., 2015). 

The literature offered multi-layered factors that have been shown to influence rural 

African American males along their educational journey, yet rural education research is 

limited in terms of identifying environmental factors that affect education achievement by 

African American males in rural communities.  Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Systems 

Theory supports the current study’s purpose to examine factors in rural communities that 

influence student academic persistence and achievement. 

Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Systems Theory 

 Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Systems Theory supports the current study’s purpose 

to examine factors in rural communities that influence student academic persistence and 

achievement. The basic assumption of the Bioecological Systems Theory is that nested layers 

of environmental systems exist, and that these systems influence and are influenced by the 

development of an individual in a mutually accommodating manner (Bronfenbrenner & 

Morris, 2006).  Leonard (2011) used Bronfenbrenner’s theory, one of the original ecological 

models, to focus squarely on the individual child in his study of a troubled urban high school 
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located in Boston.  His model is shown in Figure 1.  Bronfenbrenner proposes that the 

developing child was surrounded by layers of relationships like a set of nested Russian dolls. 

The inner circle, which he calls the microsystem, describes each setting in which the child 

has direct, face-to-face relationships with significant people such as parents, friends, and 

teachers. This is where students live their daily lives, and this is where they developed. 

Ordinarily, there are cross-relationships between these small settings—parents talk to 

teachers, for example—and these lateral connections are called the mesosystem.  Beyond this 

is an outer circle of people who are indirectly involved in the child’s development, such as 

the parents’ employers, family health care workers, or central school administrators; this is 

called the exosystem (Leonard, 2011). Bronfenbrenner also describes a macrosystem (the 

prevailing cultural and economic conditions of the society) and a chronosystem (reminding 

the reader that this system of nested relationships is situated in time and shifts accordingly.
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Figure 1. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Model 

NOTE: From Leonard, J. (2011). Using Bronfenbrenner’ Ecological Theory to Understand 

Community Partnerships: A Historical Case Study of One Urban High School. Urban 

Education, 46(5), 987–1010. 

 

Bronfenbrenner’s theory is an attractive one for work around high school reform 

because it is expansive, yet focused; it has one eye trained on the complex layers of school, 

family and community relationships, and the other eye sharply focused on individual student 

development.  The school setting is in the center with various microsystem-level settings and 

more distant exosystem-level settings arranged concentrically (Leonard, 2011). 
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Clearly, multiple cultures could exist and compete, side by side, among student 

groups, in the teachers’ lounge, or in the administrators’ offices in a school. Whereas others 

have focused on the relationships between the internal members of the school community, 

Leonard (2011) focuses on the relationships with community partners.  For this reason, he 

chose an ecological approach, which allowed him to investigate school–community 

relationships and to estimate the degree of synergy within those relationships. 

Butler-Barnes et al. (2013) examined how minority adolescents in their sample 

defined self and contributions to society.  Adolescents spend most of their time within an 

educational setting, so it is important to understand the power dynamics within these settings 

where there is a hierarchy of authority.  This study focused on school-based racial 

discrimination from peers and teachers and examined how personal and cultural assets 

reduced the negative impact of school-based discrimination on African American 

adolescents’ academic persistence.  This is the first study to explore the personal and cultural 

assets of a socioeconomically-diverse sample of African American adolescents in the context 

of school-based discrimination (Butler-Barnes et al., 2013). 

Kim and Hargrove (2013) examined African American male resiliency among 

African American college men.  African American men have often been shown to fall behind 

their female counterparts and other racial and ethnic groups in key educational outcomes.  

Contrary to research that has highlighted the failures of African American males, this study 

focused on educational resiliency (referred to as the ability of students to succeed 

academically despite difficult and challenging life circumstances) and identified risk factors 

that prevented them from succeeding (Kim & Hargrove, 2013).  Participants in this study 

said they intentionally accessed healthy peer relationships through membership in 
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fraternities, campus clubs, and by attending orientation programs; peer interactions and 

support were recognized as enriching to their college experiences.  Kim and Hargrove’s 

(2013) study is important because it supports the notion that African American males fortify 

their sense of identity by reflecting on the accomplishments of their race and self-motivating 

themselves to persist.  While the discussion on the resilience associated with African 

American male academic attainments remained disconcerting, there is still limited research 

examining male postsecondary degree attainment.  

While early college programs make rigorous academic experiences available for 

African American males, their completion rates in these programs and in general high school 

curriculums continue to fall behind those of their peers in the same programs.  It is important 

for educators and policy makers to understand the unique needs of these students and 

increase their understanding of rural African American males so the development of 

improved policies for retention can be initiated and their completion rates can improve.  The 

combination of factors, including personal and family structure, warrants exploration so that 

interventions might enhance the academic development of rural African American males.  

Most empirical studies describe multiple factors that impact African American males’ 

retention and success rate in education: being from a low social academic background; being 

a minimal academic achiever; and possessing a general low self-concept (Tyler, Sterling, & 

Grays, 2013).  The African American male dropout rate in higher education remains at an 

alarmingly high rate, and institutions must revise their strategies for retention and, in some 

cases, curriculum design.  The literature is full of speculations for this dilemma−that African 

American males dropp out of school for a multitude of reasons (Tyler, Sterling & Grays, 

2013).   
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The urgency in trying to keep African American males in school and graduating 

continues, yet there is scant attention given to the educational experiences and perspectives 

of rural African American males in high school.  There is very little research addressing how 

African American males feel about their schooling experiences. Understanding the feelings 

of African American males can help provide appropriate instructional interactions between 

students and teachers, which may translate into a positive schooling experience. This 

research is important in filling a gap in the existing literature (Bell, 2015). 

Irvin et al. (2011) examined the following questions:  Do rural students, specifically, 

rural African American males, fall through the cracks when schools did not understand their 

unique needs, concerns and barriers?  Poverty encountered by numerous rural youths 

substantially increases their chances for educational problems including underachievement 

and school dropout.  The overall prevalence and persistence of poverty is concentrated in 

rural counties of the South, which are currently experiencing substantial growth in Latino 

families with young children.  Poverty in rural areas has been long-lasting, intergenerational, 

and disproportionately focused on non-White ethnic minorities and more remote areas.  

Students from impoverished rural communities are dropping out at more than twice the 

national average.  Research has largely ignored these students and instead focused on urban 

youth (Irvin et al., 2011).  The geographical isolation, limited community resources, and 

conflicting values related to post-secondary education and vocational attainment create 

unique developmental challenges that could influence students growing up in impoverished 

rural communities.  Few studies have examined the impact of rural schools on the 

development and adaptation of youth from economically-distressed, rural communities (Irvin 

et al., 2011).  
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High schools have been seen as a central development piece to preparing rural youth 

for the transition to adulthood.  Academic achievement and educational goals during high 

school can influence numerous aspects of individuals’ lives well into adulthood.  Students 

who leave high school with direction and purpose are more likely to have a successful 

transitions into early adulthood (Woodcock & Beal, 2013).  Research suggests that rural 

youth experience challenges in reaching their postsecondary goals.  Rural youth  also have 

the highest dropout rates in the country. Urban youth have high rates, but impoverished rural 

students drop out at more than twice the national average.  Finally, rural youth have lower 

educational aspirations and are less apt to complete college than their urban counterparts 

were (Irvin et al., 2012).  In 2011, the Schott Foundation for Public Education, a national 

organization that monitors the progress of African American males, reported that only 47% 

of African American males graduate from high school.  Hines and Holcomb-McCoy (2013) 

report, “Black males are more chronically unemployed and underemployed, are less healthy, 

and have access to fewer health care resources, die much younger, and are many times more 

likely to be sent to jail society”  (p. 68). 

There is little research on the academic challenges and achievements of rural African 

American males in ECHS programs.  A review of literature revealed a need for the inclusion 

of more voices and perspectives from African American male students who participate in 

these innovative education initiatives.  Small groups of researchers have focused on the 

social experiences of students that reflect the objective of the ECHS model to help 

participants develop relationships necessary to succeed both academic and socially in college 

(Woodcock & Beal, 2013).  Since the 1990s, researchers and educators have agonized over 

the absence of the student voice from educational research and have called for research that 
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highlights it.  Woodcock and Beal argue that “the most important argument for listening to 

the pupil voice lies in its potential for providing schools with directions for constructing a 

better future.” 

Wood (2011) noted that factors affecting the success of African American males 

appears to be more psychological in nature, resulting directly from barriers, negative 

messages, and stressors in and out of the education environment.  Environmental challenges 

affect the students’ motivation, focus on academic endeavors, and academic confidence.  

Messages that students receive from television, radio, newspapers, the Internet, and music 

suggest that African American males are academically inferior and incapable of succeeding 

in school.  Often, school staff, faculty, and peers reinforce these messages, knowingly or 

unknowingly.  When African American males do excel academically, their peers may 

criticize and reject them for being successful (Wood, 2011). 

Butler-Barnes et al. (2013) found that educational utility beliefs (i.e., seeing education 

as an opportunity structure for African American people) are associated with higher-grade 

performance among socioeconomically diverse African American male adolescents. 

However, despite the increase in the educational attainment of African Americans, an 

achievement gap continues to persist.  Very limited research is available on the role personal 

attributes play in shaping the adult aspirations of rural youth in the United States. Recent 

studies have revealed that adolescent girls are more likely than the adolescent boys to report 

higher educational and occupational aspirations.  Because prior high school investigations 

have been disproportionately composed of White students (e.g., High School and Beyond of 

1980), few studies have examined the role of race and ethnicity in predicting adult 

aspirations among rural youth (Meece et al., 2013) 
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Previous research on rural schools has rarely applied an ecological framework that 

views the multiple layers and embedded systems that influence learning activities within the 

classroom and the youths’ experiences outside of school (Hines & Holcomb-McCoy, 2013).  

The current case study gives a voice to rural African American male students in NC ECHS 

programs by providing a platform from which to share their experiences.  Examining the 

lived experiences of African American males through counter-narratives helps dispel the 

myth that rural students cannot succeed academically.  This case study presents the voices of 

rural African American students from NC early colleges who are “making it.”  The voices of 

support systems within these schools also provide another “interpretive lens” from which the 

principal, teacher, counselor and liaison express their views, roles, and involvement with 

rural male students.  The passion of these administrators expressed in their narratives explain 

why they stay and why they believe in these students. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented a review of the literature regarding the early college high 

school setting, African American males and high school completion and non-completion, 

motivation, and the two frameworks on which the study was grounded.  The frameworks and 

how the intersection of ethnicity and gender influence how the participants see themselves in 

the school setting, the community, and within their families were examined in current 

literature for this study. 

Chapter 3 describes the methodology used to answer the research questions in this 

study. The methods used for participant recruitment, interviews, data collection, 

transcription, and coding elements are described. The positionality of the researcher within 
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the study is also presented, with all the attendant considerations of the effect of the 

researcher’s presence. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

The goal of this embedded case study was to present counter narratives about how 

rural African American males in NC early college high schools effectively navigate the 

academic rigor of the college level courses with their high school courses, and how their 

school administration, community and family influence their academic successes and post- 

high school goals. This study examined a small African American male high school 

population from two early college high schools and identified the bioecological influences as 

well as challenges they face.  This study allowed student and administrative voices to explain 

their experiences in a rural high school setting and state why their rural setting influences 

how they live and flourish despite socioeconomic challenges.  This study suggests 

interventions that may result in revised curriculum designs as well as educational and 

retention policies to address equity gaps between rural Black student populations and their 

White peers.  Educational processes often differ for rural and urban youth.   

This study provides important findings for education interventions and suggests new 

policies to support rural African American males who are attempting to complete early 

college high school programs in NC.  This study also helps dispute the common one-size-fits 

all approach to educational issues, especially when it concerns the rural African American 

male high school student.  Additionally, this study examines support systems that exist in and 

around the rural early college high school for African American male students.  The 

following research questions guide this study: 

1. What do African American males in rural early college high schools in North 

Carolina believe contribute to their academic success? 
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2. How do the micro-, meso-, macro-, exo- and chronosystems shape academic 

success for the African American male in rural early college high schools in 

North Carolina? 

3. What enables academic success for the African American male in rural early 

college high schools in North Carolina? 

4. What hinders academic success for the African American male in rural early 

college high schools in North Carolina? 

This chapter includes the research design and the methodology for answering the 

guiding questions for this study. The research samples and sites are presented as are the data 

collection and analysis methods.  

The Embedded Case Study  

The philosophies of qualitative researchers are multifaceted.  Qualitative researchers 

have the goals of recording how people interpret their experiences, how people construct 

their world, and what meaning people attribute to their experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016).  This embedded case study recorded how rural African American males in several 

early college high schools have navigated the nuances of the early college high school, and 

how the various support systems (e.g., family, community, principal, teacher, counselor and 

liaison) influence individual momentum and persistence to remain in high school and 

complete the degree program.  A case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon (the “case”) within its real-life context, especially when the 

boundaries between the phenomenon and context may not be evident (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016).   
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Yin (2014) states that a single-case study may involve units of analysis at more than 

one level.  A unit is lesser than the main unit of analysis (early college high school), from 

which case study data are also collected (e.g., early college students, principal, teacher, 

counselor and liaison).  The cases for this study were two rural early college high schools 

where the embedded units of analysis included the African American male students, the 

principals, the counselors, liaisons, and the teachers. An embedded design allows the 

examination of the research questions through the experiences of the various sub-units within 

each case (Yin, 2014).  The narrative analysis explores the classroom, community, and the 

experiences of the rural African American male early college high school student as told in 

student voices. The study further examines the rural early college experience from the 

perspective of the support systems including the school principal, teacher, counselor and the 

liaison. 

Several characteristics define qualitative research.  Data is collected through face-to-

face interaction over time in a natural setting within the participants’ environment (Creswell, 

2009).  The researcher serves as the key instrument in the collection and data analysis, 

utilizing multiple forms of data that is reviewed and analyzed both inductively and 

deductively.  Throughout the study, the researcher maintained a reflexive position while 

seeking to understand and adequately portray the meanings the participants hold toward the 

social issue or phenomenon (Creswell, 2009).  This approach was appropriate for the current 

study because of the need to understand the experiences of African American males in early 

college high school, the support systems within the early college high school, and the rural 

environment where they live. 
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A qualitative methodology allows for in-depth examination of study participants’ 

lived experiences.  Qualitative methods are suited for studies in contexts where cultural 

differences play an important role because such studies frequently deal with subtle and 

hidden meanings that are difficult to capture through other methodologies.  Qualitative 

methods allow researchers to capture a richer depth of information that is valuable for theory 

creation and elaboration.  Creswell (2009) writes that the advocacy/participatory worldview 

may change the institutions in which participants live and work, or even change the 

researchers’ lives.  The relationship between the researcher and participants in this study was 

shaped by the need for rural education research to be “for,” rather than only “on,” rural 

places (White & Corbett, 2014).  I had to understand my influence on the research process 

and on my relationships with participants.  Rural researchers have to be very aware of diverse 

perspectives held within the settings that they study so the methods and research design are 

created to reveal rather than obscure the varied points of view (White & Corbett, 2014).   

The issues of marginalized and underrepresented groups are important to study using 

qualitative methods.  By listening to the personal narratives about their experiences in 

classroom involvement as well as their interactions in the school, the community, and in their 

homes, readers learn what the challenges are for students and the administration in rural early 

college high schools in NC.  The findings suggest changes in program design to increase 

retention and graduation rates for rural African American males in early college high school.  

Additionally, a review of the experiences of the support systems within the early college 

allows for the creation of models for interventions for rural early college high school 

administration, areas for staff development, and program review criteria.  Through inviting 

the telling of the personal narratives of the students and administration, the aim of this study 
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was to share stories about how rural African American male students navigate their education 

in the early college high school and to identify the influence of other relevant support 

systems. 

Site Selection 

The study was situated in North Carolina, a southeastern state in the United States. 

Several high school sites were invited to be part of the embedded case study based on data 

provided through the NC Department of Community Colleges’ Business Intelligence unit and 

the NC Department of Public Instruction.  The early college data reported to the NC 

Department of Community Colleges contained five-year numbers that represented student 

enrollments, retention and graduation rates from January 1, 2009, through December 31, 

2015.  After receiving IRB approval, six rural early college high schools were invited to 

participate in the case study.  Electronic communications were sent to school district 

superintendents and early college principals with a courtesy copy sent to the adjacent 

community college president.  Of the six school invitations to participate in the project, two 

school superintendents and their respective principals expressed interest in the research 

project.  Each school and its surrounding counties were given pseudonyms for this study. 

North East Early College High School 

This early college high school campus was located in the northeastern section of 

North Carolina.  It supports citizens of four counties.  This early college high school offers its 

students a wide array of interventions to help them be successful including after school 

tutoring, course counseling, club days, Friday seminars, college field trips, job fairs, 

advising, and a writing center. In 2016, this early college added freshmen advising, a study 

hall period for all students, a college success course, and a community service program to 
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help maximize student success and better prepare our students for college and careers.  The 

mission statement for this early college high school is, “Preparing students for college, 

career, and life in a nurturing environment, with community partnerships, using innovative 

instructional practices and an infusion of technology.” 

Phoenix Early College High School 

This early college high school is located midway between Sequoia and Blue Hill, 

North Carolina.  While the primary service area was Phoenix County, the location attracted 

students from the surrounding counties of Fellow, Wakefield, Wilby, and Hawthorne.  

Students at this early college high school enroll in high school and college courses 

simultaneously so they can earn both a high school diploma and an Associate 

Degree/Industry Certification through the five-year program of study. The mission statement 

for this early college high school is, “To prepare students for bright and prosperous futures 

by deliberately and intentionally providing rigorous and relevant instruction ensuring that 

students are reading, writing, thinking and talking in every classroom, every day.” 

Sampling Procedures  

Purposive sampling was utilized in this study. More specifically, a combined strategy 

of maximum variation, criterion, and convenience sampling within purposive selection was 

employed. Maximum variation sampling was used in selecting the study settings in that a 

range of settings was sought to provide comparability between institutions. The variations 

included two factors:  

• Location: institutions were rural. 

• Early college high school size: enrollments were midsized and small. 
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Maximum variation was desired in this study for comparison of institutions by size 

and location. The size of the institution may influence the degree of impact of the overall 

institutional culture on student engagement and campus involvement.  Convenience sampling 

was the second type of sampling utilized in selecting the settings for the study.  Merriam and 

Tisdell (2016) describe convenience sampling as a sample based on time, money, location, 

availability of sites or respondents and so on.   

For this study, the convenience aspect of the sample selection involved the selection 

of early college high schools at community colleges that were within a one to two-hour 

driving distance of the researcher’s home in Wake Forest, North Carolina. Colleges within 

the specified driving distance provided easier and quicker access to participant pools and 

reduced expenses.   

Participant Selection 

The use of purposive sampling in selecting research sites and participants was 

designed to include the average person, situations, or instances of the phenomenon of interest 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Purposive sampling helped to ensure that the sample was 

information rich.  By using a profile of the average or typical early college high school 

student, I used this profile to identify students in a typical purposeful sample.  Researchers 

select sites, participants, or organizations that can provide the greatest insight into the 

research questions.  

Student participants in this study were selected based upon criteria established per the 

phenomenon under study.  There were four essential criteria for student participant selection:  

• Race: participant was African American  

• Gender: participant was male  
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• Enrollment: participant was enrolled in a community college early college high 

school in rural setting 

• Experience: participant had completed two semesters with a minimum of six 

credit hours  

The principal or “gatekeeper” at each early college high school assisted the researcher 

in identifying students who fit the criteria for the study.  A flyer was used to generate interest 

in the research study.  A sample flyer was circulated onsite at the early college high school 

(Appendix D).  An in-depth face-to-face interview was conducted after informed consent and 

parental consent were obtained for each student.  An example of the Parental Consent form 

appears in Appendix E.   

Staff participants in this study were selected based upon criteria established per the 

support systems under study.  There were two essential criteria for high school administration 

selection: 

• Experience working in the rural early college high school for three years or 

more 

• Position in the early college high school as the principal, counselor or liaison 

or teacher 

Data Collection 

The process of data collection and analysis is recursive and dynamic (Merriam & 

Tisdell 2016).  Five common sources of qualitative evidence (Yin, 2014) were used for the 

embedded case study: (1) direct observations (e.g., human interactions and physical 

environment); (2) semi-structured interviews; (3) site artifacts (e.g., school website, 
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brochures and pamphlets); (4) documents (e.g., e-mails, school newspaper); and (5) 

participant-observation (e.g., researcher also has a role in the scene being studied. 

The data collected during the digitally recorded semi-structured interviews by the 

researcher and transcribed using a qualified transcription service.  Member checking ensured 

participants were agreeable to the recorded statements and filled in any gaps from the 

transcriptions.  Table 1 illustrates the collection methods used for each research question. 

 

 

Table 1 

Data Collection Table 

Research Question Collection Method 

What do African American males in rural 

early college high schools in North 

Carolina believe contribute to their 

academic success? 

 

One-on-one interview; school brochures; student 

demographic survey; school observations 

How do the micro-, meso-, macro-, exo- 

and chronosystems shape academic 

success for the African American male in 

rural early college high schools in North 

Carolina? 

 

One-on-one interview; school brochures; student 

demographic survey; school improvement plan 

What enables academic success for the 

African American male in rural early 

college high schools in North Carolina? 

 

One-on-one interview; school brochures; student 

demographic survey; class observations 

What hinders academic success for the 

African American male in rural early 

college high schools in North Carolina? 

One-on-one interview; student demographic survey 

 

 

Approval from the North Carolina State University Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

was obtained prior to conducting the study.  IRB documents are included as an Appendix.  

An introductory letter was emailed to the school district superintendents, the community 
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college president, and the principal of each early college high school identified describing the 

study with a request to conduct research on the respective campus.  The letter requested the 

name and contact information for one gatekeeper within the institution who would direct the 

researcher to potential participants (Appendix B).  When IRB approval was received, a 

follow up letter was sent to the principal/gatekeeper (Appendix O).   

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with students as well as with 

the early college high school principal, counselor, teacher and liaisons.  A demographic 

survey for students, researcher site observations, and field notes were used to create data 

triangulation.  The interview guide was semi-structured and based on a review of relevant 

literature.  The site observation guide allowed me to report experiences and observations.  

The resulting interview guides are provided in the appendices.  The demographic survey data 

were collected at the start of the student interview. 

For this study, multiple methods were used to collect data.  Multiple sources of data 

provided opportunity for data triangulation.  Most importantly, they provided multiple 

opportunities and methods for the stories of the students, faculty, and leadership to unfold 

and provide context.  Collected data were stored in a password protected computer storage 

drive.  Hard-copy demographic surveys were locked in a file cabinet and will be archived for 

five years after the study. 

Field Notes / Observations 

A written account of the observation constitutes field notes.  These are analogous to 

the interview transcript.  Field notes constitute the data upon which the study is based and 

allowed the researcher to shift from a wide angle to a narrow lens and focus on a specific 

person, interaction, or activity, while mentally blocking out all others (Merriam & Tisdell, 
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2016).  Field notes can be very descriptive and can include the participants, the setting, the 

activities, and the behaviors seen by the observer.  The field notes should include enough 

detail so that readers feel as if they are there, seeing what the observer sees.  Field notes also 

include a reflective component based on the observer’s commentary.  These reflective 

comments often include the observer’s feelings, reactions, speculations, initial 

interpretations, and hunches (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  The field notes for this study 

included data collected using the observation guide for the early college high school sites. 

Demographic Questionnaire 

The closed-ended questions of the student demographic questionnaire provided an 

opportunity to build rapport while also gaining background information about the student.  

Each conversation was explored in the form of probing questions to learn additional aspects 

of the student’s life relevant to the early college classroom experience, family, and school 

support as well as community engagement.  By asking demographic questions, I learned 

more about the varying levels of literacy within the participants’ household and 

socioeconomic status of their families as well as students’ school and community activity.  

The participant demographic questionnaire contained information pertinent to each 

individual’s experience. 

In-depth Interviews 

Interviews were the main method used in this qualitative research study to gather data 

about an event or experiences in the life of the student and the early college support system.  

Narrative interviews required two active participants: the narrator (student) and the 

questioner/listener, who collaborated in the construction of a story that described the 

narrator’s experience.  In this study, individual interviews were conducted using an interview 
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guide (Appendix B). All interviewees selected their own pseudonyms for me to use in the 

study. 

Each student interview was conducted by the researcher on the campus of the early 

college high school in the designated area selected by the gatekeeper.  Each student was 

asked to complete a demographic questionnaire at the start of the interview.  The early 

college principals, counselors, liaisons, and teachers were also interviewed individually. 

Consent forms from each participant were collected prior to the start of each interview. 

Interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed using a transcription service provider.   

Transcribed files were securely stored and transmitted using TLS 1.2 encryption.  These files 

were never shared with anyone outside of the service provider.  Files are visible only to the 

professionals who have signed strict confidentiality agreements.   

Once the interviews were transcribed and a written version was available, I arranged 

for delivery of the interview transcripts for the purposes of fact-checking and transcript 

validation.  A packet including the student and administration transcriptions was sent via 

U.S. Mail to the attention of the high school principal.  A cover letter with instructions and 

sign off forms for each participant was included.  A stamped return envelope was provided 

with my address so that the member checking process could be completed in a timely 

manner.   

Data Analysis 

 Data analysis is the process of classification and interpretation of linguistic (or visual) 

material to make statements about implicit or explicit dimensions and structures of meaning 

making in the material and what is represented in it.  The inductive coding approach allowed 

research findings to emerge from the frequent, dominant or significant themes inherent in the 
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raw data, without the restraints imposed by structured methodologies.  One interview from 

each sub-unit was coded to the criteria. The designations were single words, phrases, color-

highlighted, or combinations of these.  Themes and codes created from the data helped the 

researcher align responses to the research questions. 

The data analysis included review of my experiences with the African American 

males during their interviews,  observations of body language and the meaningful statements 

in the data, clustering the comments into descriptions and themes, and integrating the themes 

into the experiences of the young men.     

The open coding included jotting down words in the margins of the transcripts.  

Various highlighters were used to help color code words and repeated phrases.  The 

assigning of codes to the comments and phrases occurred during the multiple readings of the 

transcripts.  Grouping the open codes was based on my interpretations and reflection on 

participants’ meaning.  After the interviews were coded, a review of the field notes and 

observation notes was done to add to the narratives to further support the patterns that were 

identified.   

A reflexive journal was maintained to monitor biases and assumptions throughout the 

data collection. I analyzed the data using triangulation.  Interview transcriptions, researcher 

field notes, school webites, and school improvement plans were all used to capture recurring 

patterns across the data.  These patterns helped to identify the categories from the data.  The 

participants’ statements were grouped into meaningful units and a description of the case 

using CRT and the bioecological model were used to further define the lived experiences of 

the participants.  CRT studies in higher education provided marginalized students a voice by 
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revealing their personal narratives of oppression, liberation, and resilience (Haskins & Singh, 

2015, p. 289). 

 The analysis of the semi-structured interviews was comprised of four stages.  First, 

individual participant interviews were digitally recorded by the researcher and transcribed 

using a qualified transcription service.  Member checking was included in this stage to ensure 

participants were agreeable to their recorded statements and to fill in any gaps from the 

transcriptions.  In the second stage, I created inductive coding criteria that emerged from the 

data.  The inductive approach allowed research findings to emerge from the frequent, 

dominant, or significant themes inherent in the raw data without the restraints imposed by 

structured methodologies.  In stage three, one interview from each sub-unit was coded to the 

criteria. The designations were single words, phrases, color-highlighted, or combinations of 

these.  It was important to code the collected data according to whatever scheme was relevant 

to the study, and according to the theoretical framework that informed the study (Saldaña, 

2013).  Themes and codes created from the data helped align responses to the four research 

questions and create definitions for the identified codes. 

Validity and Reliability 

 Qualitative research studies involve interviewing and observing people who are 

central to the research topic.  The data produced is usually in the form of text and sometimes 

tables for data presentation.  Researchers seek to describe and explain the world as those in 

the world experience it.  One of the strategies that a qualitative researcher can use to ensure 

consistency and dependability or reliability is triangulation.  In this study, I used data 

collected from the participant interviews, the information from the school-provided 

documents, and the school website.  Additionally, I used field notes and observation forms to 
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capture additional site information.   Digital recordings of the researcher describing the rural 

areas were transcribed and included in the findings. 

Every qualitative researcher must answer the question of how research findings will 

be validated.  Merriam and Tisdell (2016) state that “ensuring validity and reliability in 

qualitative research involves conducting the investigation in an ethical manner” (p. 237).  

Validity should be assessed in relationship to the purposes and circumstances of the research 

rather than being the property of methods or conclusions.  Merriam and Tisdell (2016) 

further explain, “Democratic validity refers to the extent to which the research study is 

conducted in collaboration with the participants” (p. 248).  For this study, the following 

strategies were used to ensure validity: 

• Persistent observations allowed for learning the culture of the early college high 

school, creating trust with the participants, and keeping up consistent contact 

with the gatekeeper and students involved in the study.  I gave considerable 

attention to each participant during the interview to establish rapport and build 

simple trust utilizing an easy interview style honed by my personal and 

professional experiences as an interviewer for documentation and technical 

writing assignments.  As an undergraduate journalism major, I studied 

interviewing techniques and how to create probing questions to delve deeper 

into the subject matter being studied. 

• Data triangulation involves the use of multiple sources of data collection to 

confirm emerging findings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Semi-structured 

interviews, demographic survey data provided by students, site documents and 

observer field notes were used. 
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• Peer reviews are discussions with colleagues regarding the process of the study, 

the emerging findings with the raw data, and tentative interpretations (Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2016).  I discussed my research progress with my peers in my 

dissertation-writing group and with program peers at the same stage of 

dissertation development as I am. 

• Member checking involves taking tentative interpretations back to the people 

from whom they were derived and asking if they are plausible (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016).  Members were tasked with the review of their transcripts to 

ensure accuracy and elaborate on or modify interview data collected.   

• Rich, thick descriptions are meant to provide enough description to 

contextualize the study such that readers would be able to determine the extent 

to which their situations match the research content, and whether the findings 

could be transferred (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  I used the interview data 

collected, the observation forms, field notes, and the demographic survey to 

write detailed descriptions of the stories shared by the students, and early 

college high school administrators.  

Ethical Issues 

The North Carolina Institutional Review Board (IRB) provided strict guidelines for 

ensuring the ethical integrity of any research endeavor. These guidelines specifically served 

to protect the subjects of research from any unnecessary or excessive risk that might result 

from their participation. In accordance with IRB guidelines, I addressed the following three 

areas: the risks related to my study, minimization of the risks, and how risks were balanced 

by benefits.  The risks associated with an embedded case study research are similar to other 
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areas of behavioral science research that involve human subjects. To minimize these risks, 

guidelines of the IRB were followed for obtaining informed consent from all participants 

including parents of minor students, and adult school administrators. The professional risks 

to the adult participants in this study were minimized through several measures to ensure 

their anonymity. To ensure confidentiality, pseudonyms were used in place of actual names 

and locations, and other identifying details were changed or excluded.  Minor participants in 

the study were also protected with the use of pseudonyms. 

All printed data and associated hard copy documents were stored securely in a locked 

cabinet at the home office of the researcher.  Electronic data were stored in password-

protected folders to ensure privacy. Given the nature of the study, relationships did develop 

between all participants and myself, and I was, as hoped, welcomed in each school as a 

member of their educational community. This dynamic made it extremely important for me 

to be constantly aware of my positionality and role as a researcher. Throughout the study, I 

remained conscious of my role as an outsider and avoided using relationships to 

inappropriately manipulate or exploit any of the participants. The guidelines of the IRB were 

followed regarding all relationships that developed. 

The rights of participants were protected during the research process and findings 

were made transparent to them throughout the study. I repeatedly communicated the purpose 

for the study and explained its potential for improving rural early college high school policies 

and administration and adding to the body of knowledge about rural education reform in 

North Carolina. Adult participants did not receive material or monetary compensation for 

participating in the study, but I did explain their role in creating positive outcomes and 
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contributions to both local and general knowledge about rural education and early colleges.  

Student participants received a $10 Walmart gift card at the end of the interview session. 

Study Limitations 

 The amount of field research time was limited due to time constraints allotted for 

travel to multiple sites.  Working full-time meant that time away from the office had to be 

scheduled strategically to minimize disruption to my work unit.  Another constraint to the 

embedded case study was the number of sites that responded to the research study.  While six 

sites were originally contacted with the hope of 16 interviews, only two sites responded.  The 

interest in the research study and the belief that rural educational research needed more 

studies aided the researcher in securing 18 participants from two study sites.   

 Limiting the study to two sites provided opportunities to compare student participant 

experiences from two different locations in rural North Carolina.  The research methods, with 

multiple methods of data collection, produced rich, thick descriptions in the counter-narrative 

tradition.  Another study limitation included a limited budget and limited time for analysis.  

The budget challenges were largely a feature limited personal funds.  Key costs (travel and 

transcription and editing) were tracked in hopes that applications for student grants might 

offset these costs.  Time for analysis occurred in blocked time slots and eventually in a more 

significant way during educational leave from my primary place of employment, which 

enabled me to immerse myself in the review of the narratives by listening to the recorded 

interviews.  The transcriptions were generally completed within three to four days of the 

recorded interviews.  These transcriptions were mailed to the “gatekeeper” for distribution to 

students and administrators for member checking within two weeks of the transcription.  One 

site returned the edited transcriptions within two weeks of receipt, while the second site took 
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over a month to return their forms.  Part of the delay was due to the end-of-school finals and 

semester end.  Field observations written during the data collection were transcribed by the 

researcher.  The researcher also took pictures of the rural settings for each site and 

incorporated those into the final presentation PowerPoint.   

Researcher Role and Reflexivity 

My interest in this topic developed out of a personal passion for social justice and 

equity issues related to underrepresented and marginalized populations, especially rural 

minorities.  I frequently heard media reports and listened to presentations about the continued 

achievement gap between African American students and their White peers in higher 

education. 

I grew up in rural North Carolina during the 1960s in the segregated public schools of 

Granville County.  In 1969, the White middle school burned down, and I entered my first 

“mixed” classroom with Black and White children.  I had my first White teacher when I was 

in the 7th grade.  I realized that situation was a turning point for me in my personal education, 

and I saw interactions between different racial and socioeconomic groups.  Up to that point, I 

had not had an adult of another race tell me what I could accomplish as a Black female 

student and to set my aspirations to do more outside my little rural hometown. 

Having mentors of different races with different ideas about learning and education 

helped me venture outside of my comfort zone.  In the classroom, I had Black and White 

teachers of different genders.  I had the experience of varying teaching styles.  The way 

teachers responded to my questions gave me the ability to compare my own responses to 

those of my White peers.  I felt that I was getting “a new view” of the world around me 

instead of just the single lens from my Black teachers and classmates. 
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By the time I was a high school senior, I knew I could adapt to changes in the 

classroom and that I could mingle and learn with students of a different race.  I also learned 

that I could have academic success as a Black female growing up in rural North Carolina.  

There was no Internet, or Wi-Fi, or tutoring centers, or formalized programs for how to study 

to take standardized tests.  There was no one in my immediate household to guide me.  I had 

to figure it out.  Those diverse adult mentors from middle school and high school instilled in 

me the belief that I could do well beyond high school if I was persistent and consistent.  They 

encouraged me to believe in myself, set goals and have dreams. 

My interest in rural minority students and their persistence in completing a high 

school credential comes from my own educational journey in rural secondary education.  

This rural education journey is the basis for my research.  Rural students have access to 

limited tools, resources and people, yet many of the African American students, especially 

males, persist in rural counties and graduate with a two-year degree from an early college.  

My study sought to answer the question of how these minority males in rural counties of NC 

persisted and achieved academic success despite the reported achievement gaps in higher 

education.  Their stories provide hope to those who created these interventions and provide 

role models for students who share their same goals and ambitions.  This study also identifies 

where improvements and supports are needed within rural early college high schools.  

Chapter Summary  

This chapter outlined the methods that were followed to provide a platform where 

rural students and administrators within the early college systems of NC could share their 

perspectives on rural education experiences. The use of an embedded case study design 

uncovered and examined the contextual factors that illustrate how rural minority males 
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experience early college and how the support networks around them in the school, home, and 

community influence their persistence and educational resilience. 

The chapter began with an overview of the study, including the purpose of the study 

and the guiding research questions. The choice of a qualitative case study methodology was 

explained and emphasized within the context of the study. The sites and sample choices were 

described based on selection criteria.  A description of procedures for collecting and 

analyzing data were presented.  Issues of validity and reliability were addressed within the 

framework of embedded case study research, as were issues of ethics, researcher bias, and 

study limitations.  Chapter 4 provides a detailed account of findings from this research, and 

Chapter 5 concludes with implications for practitioners and future research. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS  

The purpose of this embedded case study was to examine the persistence and 

educational resilience of rural African American males in NC early college high school 

programs.  Using Critical Race Theory and Uri Broffenbrenner’s Bioecological Model as 

frameworks, the narrative study captured the lived experiences of participants residing and 

learning in rural counties.  This case study included the perspectives of nine African 

American male rural students and nine early college administrators, teachers, counselor and 

liaisons in two early college high schools.  Data sources were consistent with qualitative 

research and included classroom observations, field notes, site observations, and digitally 

recorded semi-structured interviews.  Interviews were coded for themes using opening and 

eclectic coding. 

This chapter includes the site profiles of the two-rural early college high schools as 

well as the students and administrators who agreed to be in the research project.  Student 

participants were selected based upon the number of semesters they had completed in the 

early college and their age.  Administrators within the two early colleges were invited to 

participate in the research based on their current support roles within the early college 

programs.  By using these criteria, experiences and varying narratives were available for data 

analysis.   

Summary of Findings 

There were four major findings from the case study.  The findings resulted from the 

multiple participants’ narratives and represent key themes that consistently emerged during 

interviews. 
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Research question one asked the following question: What do African American 

males in rural early college high schools in North Carolina believe contribute to their 

academic success?  The participants all stated that the “family-like” behaviors of students 

and teachers made the early college conducive for learning.  Students were dedicated and 

consistent in their academic studies because they believed the faculty were engaged with 

them and interested in their progress.  Teachers stated that they were happy to be a part of 

these students’ lives.  Students were clear about staying in the early college and earning 

college credit.  The students stated that staying on track at the early college meant they were 

getting a headstart on college. 

Research question two asked the following question:  How do the micro-, meso-, 

macro-, exo- and chronosystems shape academic success for the African American male in 

rural early college high schools in North Carolina (personal and social influences)?  The 

study found that the structure, opportunities and assistance offered through course design, 

innovative classroom experiences, and student interventions allowed students to flourish in 

the early college.  African American males were able to show their “smarts” and advocate for 

resources that helped them achieve academic success, earn college credits, thereby helping 

them to persist in the program despite the dual classes in high school and community college. 

The third research question asked the following question:  What enables academic 

success for the African American male in rural early college high schools in North Carolina ? 

This study found that the ethic of care demonstrated between teachers and administrators to 

the students forged a bridge that allowed these students to flourish.  Students stated their 

classroom efforts, advocating for themselves, and seeking academic support were appreciated 

by the teachers and administrators.  The students stated they “tried harder” because they 
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perceived that the teachers cared whether they understood subject matter and were 

successful.  Students also stated that having parents and family who cared about their school 

day and grades helped them to persist. 

The final research question asked the following question:  What hinders the academic 

success for the African American male in rural early college high schools in North Carolina ?  

Students were confident with their progress and did not see any reasons why they would not 

graduate from the early college.  When I pressed for a reason why they might not complete 

their studies, couple of students indicated losing interest in the early college, personal 

attitudes about school, and health and wellness issues.  Both early college administrators and 

teachers were concerned about enrollment growth and its effect on the personalized programs 

that the schools were providing to students. Another barrier expressed by administrator was 

the lack of increased funding to add staff as enrollment increased. 

Description of Cases 

The North East Early College High School campus was in the northeastern section of 

North Carolina and supported citizens from four surrounding counties:  Laketon, Mayson, 

Seagull and Red Hill.  The campus location was very rural.  The Phoenix Early College High 

School was located midway between Sequoia and Blue Hill, North Carolina.  While the 

primary service area was Phoenix County, the location attracted students from the 

surrounding counties of Fellow, Wakefield, Wiley, and Hawthorne.  This campus was 

located minutes from a major interstate highway.   
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North East Early College Observations and Structure 

This early college high school offers its students a wide array of interventions to help 

them be successful including after school tutoring, course counseling, club days, Friday 

seminars, college field trips, job fairs, advising, and a writing center. 

During the site visit at North East Early College High School, I observed Early 

College staff interacting with faculty, students, and each other.  The persons who were 

interacting with students were cooperative, attentive and friendly.  Upon arriving, the high 

school counselor (“gatekeeper”) made introductions to most of the staff, including the 

custodians and Chief of Security.  The administrative staff was very diverse in race and age.  

Each person was told who I was and why I was on the campus.  There seemed to be a sense 

of pride and excitement that the school was going to be a research site for a graduate student 

project.   

One request in the project was to observe minority males in a class while on site.  The 

counselor guided me to a Biology class already in progress.  A chair near the door provided 

me a good view of the students and the instructor.  Students were talking to the instructor and 

with each other.  The class was preparing for a test.  There was a feeling of respect from the 

students to the instructor.  Students were engaged and taking notes.  There were 18 students 

in the class.  Students made eye contact with the instructor.  Some students were working to 

resolve a problem while others appeared frustrated.  Students near the researcher smiled and 

watched as I made notes in the field journal. There was no other instructor in the classroom. 

At one point during the class, the instructor made a statement about no cell phone use 

during the class.  A young African American female student had her phone taken by the 

instructor during the class.  After the student’s cell phone was taken by the instructor, the 
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young lady seemed agitated but did not disrupt the class.  This biology class had eight males 

and 10 females.  Of the eight males, four were African American.  I observed this class for 

30 minutes before the counselor returned to escort me back to the teacher work room where I 

conducted the interviews for the day. 

Support programs.  The North East Early College High School has a mission 

statement of “Preparing students for college, career, and life in a nurturing environment, with 

community partnerships, using innovative instructional practices and an infusion of 

technology.”  The core belief is, “It is our belief that all students have an opportunity to learn, 

grow and challenge themselves academically to obtain a High School Diploma and an 

Associate Degree in five years, prepared to transfer and graduate from a four-year college or 

university.” 

Each student completes the Early College Dual Enrollment Contract to enter North 

East.  The conditions of the contract include statements about arriving to class on time, 

attending the college class every time it meets for the entire semester, missing no more than 

three contact hours (not days), and being prepared to study at least two to three hours outside 

of class for each hour in class.  Students commit to earning a grade of “C” or higher for the 

college credit earned through the community college so the credits are eligible for transfer to 

another college or university. 

The programs at North East Early College High School incorporate innovative 

instruction, build collaborative partnerships with area businesses, and motivate students to 

excel both academically and socially to reach their college and career goals.  At North East 

Early College, students experience learning through a common instructional framework that 

includes collaborative group work, writing-to-learn, literacy groups, questioning, scaffolding, 
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and classroom talk.  The staff at North East strive to promote college readiness and academic 

excellence through supportive interventions that personalize learning opportunities.  Parents 

are encouraged to partner with the administration and be actively involved in the early 

college. 

The staff created a list of the “Attributes of a Future Ready Graduate.”  Among the 

skillsets that they encourage students to obtain are those of being a strong team contributor, a 

critical thinker, an effective problem solver, a creative and innovative thinker, a proficient 

reader, and an effective communicator.  Other skills students are encouraged to build include 

being a curious researcher, a capable technology user, a self-directed responsible worker, a 

skilled mathematician, a knowledgeable global citizen, a health-focused life-long learner, and 

a financially-literate citizen as well as a literate consumer of media.  North East Early 

College High School uses technology to create a non-traditional learning environment to 

foster the skills necessary for the 21st century.  This is a one-to-one school, which means each 

student receives a laptop and Internet support to enrich the learning experience.  North East 

early college partners with the adjacent community college to look at ways to improve 

student performance, exceed state standards, and address larger community needs through 

their community service projects and internships for students. 

The teaching staff at North East Early College High School meets in professional 

learning communities to address concerns and plan to ensure that their students’ needs are 

being met.  Support is a part of the early college design, and students have access to a wide 

array of interventions to help them be successful.  

Community service program.  A graduation requirement at North East Early 

College High School includes a minimum of forty hours of community service.  Community 



83 

 

service is defined as any act or service completed by a student which helps the school, the 

community, or a family, but does not benefit the student financially.  The service may not be 

for the immediate family or relatives, nor may it be a fundraiser that provides a financial gain 

for a school activity.  The purpose of the high school community service requirement is to 

develop relationships between the school and community; provide diversified experiences for 

students; support the mission statements of the high school and the school district; expand 

district community service experiences; and foster self-discipline, responsibility, respect, and 

compassion for others.  Students must complete a community service form that has been 

signed by the adult supervisor of the activity, and they must record community service hours 

on the designated online form.  The students are contacted by the early college staff if the 

community service is not acceptable.  Students are encouraged to get approval for the project 

prior to commitment to ensure it meets the criteria of the program. 

Pyramid of Interventions program.  North East Early College High School uses a 

“Pyramid of Interventions” to support student enrollment in the school.  The three layers are 

Student Support, Academic Warning, and Academic Probation.  Student support is available 

to all early college students.  In addition to the laptop provisions, students receive access to 

the community college learning resources center, Personalized Education Plans (PEP), field 

trips, college tours, internships, advisor/after school tutoring, a Saturday Academy, Service 

Learning, individual and group counseling, study groups, and the Writing Center.  The 

pyramid intervention is ongoing.  The Academic Warning layer of the pyramid intervention 

is conducted on a three-week cycle and occurs whenever a student’s average falls below 80 

in any course.  A counseling and support team meeting takes place with the parent after 
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contact is made in person or by letter.  The student must attend mandatory tutoring and/or 

advisory session and study hall.   

The third layer of the intervention is Academic Probation due to unsatisfactory 

progress during the semester cycle.  Academic probation begins with the counselor or liaison 

and student weekly meetings as well as a parent meeting.  There is mandatory after school 

tutoring and modified extracurricular participation.  The modified participation schedule also 

includes advisory and study hall and special permission to attend field trips.  In North 

Carolina, students under 18 could lose their driver’s license if they drop out of school, fail to 

make adequate progress, or commit certain offenses resulting in suspension.  A school 

placement meeting is held if no improvement results from this third intervention. 

Phoenix Early College High School Observations and Structure 

Students at the Phoenix Early College High School are enrolled in high school and 

college courses simultaneously so they can earn both a high school diploma and an 

Associate’s Degree or Industry Certification through a five-year program of study. 

At the time of my site visit, the early college administrative staff offices were in a 

mobile unit outside the main building.  Upon arriving, I was greeted by the early college high 

school principal.  I was asked to wait in the main lobby of the mobile unit.  I observed 

students entering the building to turn in equipment and to secure items needed for testing.  

Staff were respectful, friendly and attentive.  Faculty entered a workroom that also served as 

a break room for meals.  Students and staff came in to get supplies.  Staff were aware of my 

arrival and addressed me as the “researcher from NC State University!”  Each introduction to 

a staff member included a handshake and a smile.  Teachers and staff greeted each other with 

good eye contact.  As I looked around the work area, I saw pictures of former early college 
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graduating classes, which showed a sense of pride for the students who complete the 

program.   

The principal took me on a tour of the school.  This year her school would have 40 

graduating seniors.  The younger students in the program , 9th graders, were in a separate hall 

from the upper-class students.  The school took great efforts to “protect the 9th graders” 

because of their ages.  The administration worked with students to ensure the classrooms 

were being prepared for the summer break, during which the early college was scheduled to 

move from the mobile units into the brick and mortar building.  Each teacher had to pack up 

his/her mobile unit and move over the summer.  The physical relocation allowed the school 

to plan an increase the early college enrollment from 297 to 500 students.   

The principal at this school exhibited a great deal of pride in the school.  There were 

numerous encounters with staff and students as we walked around the campus and into 

buildings.  She acknowledged each person by name and, in some instances, asked questions 

that indicated she was genuinely interested in what was going on with that student or staff 

person.  The principal guided me to the library where a small conference room would be my 

work area for all the interviews.  Once I was set up, she said that the class that I was to 

observe was about to start.  We travelled back to a mobile unit and entered to find a small 

group of students seated and the instructor asking them questions about an assignment.  The 

room was set up in a circle so that students were facing each other.  About 12 students were 

in the room with one instructor.  It was a diverse group that included what appeared to be 

four African American male students.   

Support programs.  The Phoenix Early College High School has a mission of 

“providing all students a rigorous and relevant educational program to ensure that each 
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becomes a globally competitive, responsible and contributing member of society.”  The early 

college has a vision statement that reiterates the mission: “Preparing all students for bright 

and prosperous futures by deliberately and intentionally providing rigorous and relevant 

instruction in every classroom, every day.” 

Phoenix Early College incorporates the school district values into their student 

support model.  There are six district priorities that are part of the early college support 

strategies.  Priority 1 is that the district will be a high-performing, technology-rich school 

district with leading-edge learning experiences that promote engagement. Priority 2 is the 

district will maintain safe and orderly environments throughout the district.  Priority 3 is the 

district will recruit, hire, and retain high-quality 21st century professional to provide a 

rigorous and relevant instructional process for all students.  Priority 4 is the district will use 

cutting-edge technology to enhance instruction and promote innovation.  Priority 5 is the 

district will develop a transparent organizational culture and efficient use of resources 

exhibiting excellence in financial and facility planning, management, and stewardship.  

Priority 6 states the district will engage families and the community to ensure open 

communication and opportunities to evaluate organizational effectiveness and customer 

satisfaction. 

Another part of the school’s student support strategy is their College Readiness 

Rubric.  The rubric consists of four readiness areas that students score within:  academic 

behaviors, content knowledge, college knowledge/university preparation, and cognitive 

skills.  The point system within each area is 0, 5, 10, 15 and 20 with a corresponding 

description of the criteria.  For example, within academic behavior, there is the category of 

self-discipline.  The student must always be on task; produce consistent quality work; be a 
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leader by role modeling impeccable classroom behavior; engage in no honor code violations; 

and always bring materials to class to earn 20 points.   

In college knowledge/university preparation, and the categories of campus visits and 

community service and leadership activities, the student must have completed six or more 

college visits; taken four tours or researched potential colleges for average score 

requirements; and have more than 20 volunteer hours logged into CFNC as well as several 

documented leadership activities to earn 20 points.  For the area of cognitive skills, and in the 

category of research skills, the student must demonstrate the mastery of ethical research 

practices in collecting and synthesizing information to answer a question or solve a problem 

to earn 20 points.  Within each area, the decrease in points depends on the specific 

description of the demonstrated skill.   Across all areas, a grand total of 700 points is possible 

if the student has a stellar performance and earns the maximum 20 points across all the 

categories. 

Advancement via Individual Determination (AVID). The goal of the AVID 

program is to “close the achievement gap by preparing all students for college readiness and 

success in a global society.”  AVID at the Phoenix Early College High School means that 

every student has AVID as an elective class in their daily schedule. Students at Phoenix Early 

College have AVID for one period a day wherein they learn organizational and study skills, 

work on critical thinking and asking probing questions, get academic help from peers and 

college tutors, and participate in enrichment and motivational activities that make college 

seem attainable.  Every teacher at the Phoenix Early College is trained in AVID 

methodologies. 
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AVID at Phoenix Early College brings best practices and proven methodologies 

(skills) to their students as students are prepared for success in their high school and 

community college classes. The adjacent community college is an AVID for Higher 

Education (AHE) advocate. Like ECHS, AVID at the community college is designed 

specifically to teach, build, and refine necessary skills that meet the needs of students while 

attending college classes. AHE resources systemically address the goals of increased 

learning, persistence, completion, and success in and beyond college. 

I observed 11th graders in their AVID seminar.  When I asked what AVID was, they 

immediately stated their definition of it as a group support session where they can help each 

other with class assignments and receive support or instruction from Mrs. Brown and do 

homework for other classes if needed.  I asked the group what does AVID look like in action, 

and they welcomed the opportunity to demonstrate it to me.  A young man went to the 

whiteboard with a math problem.  As he was writing, the remaining students began to ask 

him questions about solutions he had already attempted.  They were polite and took turns 

offering possible solutions.  The teacher, Mrs. Brown, observed and only commented if they 

asked her for feedback.  The students explained that if they could not resolve the problem, 

the young man would need to complete a form to schedule a Tutorology session (described 

below).  The students in this AVID seminar were very pleasant to interact with.  They were 

genuinely interested in making sure I understood what they were doing and why.  They 

willingly handed me example forms that they used and wanted me to keep them. 

A student gave me a copy of the form that would need to be completed if the question 

could not be resolved.  On the form, the requesting student provides the subject, the essential 

question, the student name, AVID period, and the date.  Other information included the 
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AVID point system for pre-work inquiry, resources, collaborative inquiry, note-taking, and 

reflection.  The form requires the students to enter key academic vocabulary and the 

definition associated with the topic or question.  The student must write what he/she knows 

about the question, show critical thinking about the initial question, and identify general 

process and steps.  There is also a space where the student writes a question from the point of 

confusion.  On the reverse side of the form, the student is required to keep “three-column 

notes” during the tutorial and to keep the notes in a binder to study.  This process seemed 

very efficient.  There is a Reflection area where the student answers questions such as “My 

point of confusion was” and “What I learned about my point of confusion is,” and “What I 

found meaningful about today’s tutorial session is.” 

Tutorology support. AVID's Tutorology process is divided into three parts: before, 

during, and after the tutoring session. The three sessions take place to create an effective, 

rigorous, and collaborative tutorial. Tutorology prepares the student to conduct successful, 

inquiry-based tutorials. The AVID teacher facilitates all tutorial members by modeling and 

practicing effective group strategies, developing critical thinking skills, and participating in 

collaborative problem solving.   

Tutorology includes the 30-second Speech; tutorial member protocols; critical 

thinking prompts; Focused Note-Taking documents; the writing, inquiry, collaboration, 

organization and reading (WICOR) in tutorials; and the 30-Second Reflect and Connect 

Wrap Up. Tutorology prepares Phoenix early college students as they transition to college 

classes at the community college and after graduation at a four-year university or college. 

Paideia active learning.  The Phoenix Early College high school principal explained 

that members of the staff had recently completed training on Paideia, which was being added 
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to the AVID seminar sessions with upper-class students.  Paideia is active learning that 

fosters critical and creating thinking through Socratic seminar, intellectual coaching, and 

mastery of information.  Paideia is high quality education for all that prepares students of all 

backgrounds, in public and private schools, to live up to their potential. 

Paideia comes from the Greek word for the holistic upbringing of a child.  The 

Paideia approach is rooted in the ancient Greek ideal of raising a child to live a full life as a 

citizen in democracy.  The Paideia method was developed in the early 1980s by the 

philosopher Mortimer Adler.  There are thousands of teachers in hundreds of schools across 

the United States and other countries use the Paideia method to engage students in active 

learning. Paideia regards both educators and students as lifelong learners.  Paideia can help 

teachers discover opportunities to reenergize the classroom. Paideia is preparation for a full 

life, teaching essential skills so students can earn a good living, contribute to democracy, and 

pursue happiness. 

Some of the benefits of Paideia for students and educators include: 

1. Students are more motivated to learn because of excitement of generating, 

articulating and developing their own thoughts. 

2. Students’ self-confidence grows, because their teachers and classmates listen to 

them with interest and respect. 

3. Quiet children speak up because they know that their teachers and classmates 

will pay attention. 

4. Students build communication skills by speaking, listening, and responding to 

each other. 

5. Students improve their writing by first developing ideas through conversation. 
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6. Students exhibit fewer behavioral problems, because they get to be more active 

and expressive, rather than bored and restless. 

7. Test scores improve, because students are more interested in learning. 

8. Schools meet Common Core Standards for reading, writing, and speaking and 

listening, through lesson plans that emphasize these skills. 

Other Student Supports.  Several other college and community resources are in 

place to provide support to the students at Phoenix. 

Men Achieving Leadership & Excellence (M.A.L.E.) program.  The community 

college adjacent to the Phoenix Early College offers the opportunity for male upper-classmen 

to join this club.  The purpose of M.A.L.E. is to provide diverse opportunities to achieve 

academic and leadership excellence to males who enroll in curriculum programs at the 

community college.  Members may participate in various workshops and community service 

projects; hear from public speakers; develop and enhance leadership skills; form a fellowship 

with other students; and discuss issues with the M.A.L.E. Director in confidentiality.  Early 

college high school students are eligible.  The program’s vision is for each M.A.L.E. student 

to graduate and/or transfer, reach personal and professional goals, and gain leadership 

qualities. Students must apply to be in the program, must be actively attending classes, and 

have a desire for help to a clear path to graduation and a successful future. 

OIC Family Medical Center program.  The Opportunities Industrialization Center, 

Inc. (OIC) was established in the neighboring city in 1969 to address high unemployment 

rates within historically African American and poor communities.  OIC was created at the 

height of the civil rights movement to bring together industry and community and create win-

win solutions for the workplace.  In its mission to reach all individuals and families, OIC 
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began offering alternative education, employment training, business support, health 

education outreach, and primary medical care services to those in the surrounding counties.   

As part of the community outreach and support effort, Phoenix Early College High 

School students can receive health screenings, nutritional counseling, minor gynecologic 

procedures, community health education on chronic disease, and onsite testing and health 

screenings.  There is a behavioral health component, which helps with ADHD, depression, 

and anxiety.  There is an evidence-based brief intervention for services such as stress 

management, problems with sleep, and eating habits.  Services also include a certified 

counselor that helps clients get qualified for services, explains the application process. and 

helps with health insurance options.  Any uninsured patients may qualify for a sliding fee 

discount program.  The OIC program is separate from the community college wellness center 

that is also available to early college students. 

Student Participant Profiles 

Each student research participant provided his unique story of deciding to attend the 

early college and his personal steps taken to maintain academic success and his goals.  

Student participants were asked to describe elements of the early college that they liked and 

disliked and to describe their interactions with teachers.  This section presents demographic 

information collected during the semi-structured interviews of participants and a brief 

narrative to introduce each student participant. Table 2 gives the demographic information 

for the nine male students that volunteered to participate in the research project.  Each 

student had to provide a signed assent form and a parent consent form before the interview.  

Each student participant received a $10 Walmart gift card. 
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Table 2 

Student Participant Demographics 

Student 

Pseudonym 

Age Classification Enrollment status 

in ECHS 

Brady 17 Senior Fourth year 

Chino 17 Junior Second year 

Gherbo 16 Sophomore Second year 

JCole 18 Junior Third year 

Jimmy  17 Junior Second year 

Kobe 15 Sophomore Second year 

Kyrie 16 Sophomore Second year 

Russell 16 Sophomore Second year 

Stephan 17 Junior Third year 

 

Brady 

Brady is a 17-year-old young man who was a senior in his early college high school 

program.  Brady’s interview was conducted over the telephone, and his personality and 

maturity were evidenced by his responses and his verbal politeness.  Brady has a younger 

sister attending the same early college.  His parents completed high school.  He described his 

neighborhood as the “American Dream” neighborhood.  It is a diverse community with a 

suburban feel to it.  His family has lived there for 14 years.  Brady stated that the best thing 

about his neighborhood is the “togetherness” and that everyone is willing to help everyone 

and invite neighbors to family gatherings and cookouts around July 4th.  Brady is a member 

of the school Beta Club.  He attends church, visits family, has a job outside of school, has 

friends of a different race, and he does volunteer hours.  Brady plans to attend college and 

travel to other countries. 

Brady’s decision to attend the early college came from his desire to get a head start on 

his education.  He wanted to earn the Associates degree and he knew he did not want to 
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attend the traditional high school because of the atmosphere.  He decided to stay in the early 

college because of the one-on-one support that students received from the teachers: 

Everyone is together.  They all want to chip in and help you out.  It’s like we’re all 

one big family versus going to the high school and not getting that one-on-one 

communication from your teachers.   I don’t want to be a student that is just known 

by a number or a face.  I want to be known for who I am as an individual. 

As a senior, Brady’s day is different than the underclass students’.  He has a senior 

project and expectations are different for him.  He must complete one big project, and it must 

be completed by the student and a mentor.  He has received feedback from others as the 

project has developed to ensure he was going in the right direction, or to learn a better 

method to use to complete the project.  I asked about his project, and he explained that he 

was implementing a walk-a-thon with an obstacle course at his school.  Brady explained in 

addition to the senior project, he also earned dual credit for his English 4 class.  In this class, 

Brady has multiple English assignments and he sometimes must do a “teach back” on a 

reading assignment using PowerPoint.  He likes doing those assignments with another 

student, but most tasks are completed by him alone. 

Brady has parental support.  His dad told him that whatever he needs, his parents are 

there for him.  There may be classes that his parents did not get when they were in high 

school, but Brady stated his parents provide him help if he needs it.  Brady has set his goals 

on going to a four-year university.  When I asked him if he had any in mind, he named East 

Carolina University or NC State University.  Brady has a career goal of being either a sports 

agent or having a job related to exercise.   
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Chino 

Chino is a 17-year-old young man with four brothers.  He was considered a Junior in 

the early college program.  He described himself as the quiet and shy type.  His mom was a 

college graduate and his dad was a high school graduate.  His neighborhood was friendly, 

and everyone liked to be outside.  Everybody knows everyone and they’re helpful.   

Chino decided to come to the early college because he believed it would give him 

more opportunities and make him more focused on his work instead of his social life.  Chino 

said he was a very social person and it helped him mature versus being in regular high 

school.  At the regular high school, Chino admitted he got in trouble a lot.  The early college 

helped him mature.  He said the people and the friends at the early college high school as 

well as the fact that he can take college classes helped him change as a person.  Chino has 

parental support.  His parents ask about his day and if he went to class and if he stayed out of 

trouble.   

He admitted that he likes to have fun in class.  He wants to be successful.  Chino 

believes that his AP English teacher sets him up for success in her class because he thought 

he could be himself and not have to talk as much.  He stated that his teachers gave him 

suggestions on study habits and enforced cell phone rules when he does his homework.  

Their suggestions helped him be a better student.  Chino stated that early college was 

amazing and that it changed his life.  He says his early college friends have improved his life.  

He grew up in a very small town surrounded by family, and he didn’t have friends.  He stated 

it was good to have people around and not feel alone. 

Becoming an engineer is on Chino’s list of goals.  We discussed other interests, 

including that he also wants to design his own clothing line.  We had a conversation about 
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having multiple streams of income, and he said that the casual clothing design would be a 

side job.   At the end of the interview, I asked Chino if he had any final remarks about rural 

living or early college and he stated, “It’s amazing.  Changed my life around.” 

Gherbo 

Gherbo is a 16-year old young man with an “old spirit.”  My first impression of him 

was that he was super polite and very relaxed, and he had good eye contact and body 

language.  He is an only child and has obviously spent a lot of time around adults.  He lives 

with both his parents who had high school education; his mom has college and an advanced 

degree.  He lives out in the country part of the town.  Gherbo said the best thing about his 

neighborhood is that there was not much violence and it is quiet.  He and his parents stay to 

themselves, yet Gherbo is very engaged in his community going to church, attending sporting 

events, and visiting family.  He has a job outside of school and friends of a different race.  He 

is the only student that plays sports at the North East Early College.  He plans to own his own 

home, have a family, and travel.   

Gherbo decided to attend the early college so he could work hard and earn the 

Associates Degree.  He believes in staying focused and working hard toward a certain goal 

he wants to get out of life.  Probing questions were needed to get Gherbo to respond, and in 

some questions, I had to suggest a response when it seemed he didn’t have an answer.  When 

I asked what he liked best about his early college, he struggled to come up with an answer.  

Finally, he said the teachers were the reasons he stayed in the program and his friends.  He 

said they teach you as much as they can, and there are not a lot of people in the classroom. 

The North East Early College High School was one of the few programs where 

students could participate in sports programs.  Gherbo played football while earning his 
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degree.  He played offensive lineman and defensive lineman.  I asked him how he managed 

to do the classes, football practices, and games and keep it all together.  He stated just staying 

focused and working toward a certain goal that you want in life is important to him.  He said 

he believed that you could do anything you want to do. Gherbo has parental support from 

both parents.  They ask about his day, whether he is staying on top of his schoolwork, and 

how his grades look.  He also receives support from his friends at the early college high 

school.  He tries to maintain his friendships with his friends that attend the traditional high 

school.  He spends time with those friends at the games or sometimes he goes to their houses 

during the weekend.   

Gherbo has positive interactions with his college teachers.  He described several 

teachers, and how they make it easy for him to learn: 

He (the History teacher) makes it fun.  He'll take a subject and just make it where you 

can understand it.  I guess all the teachers (his Biology, History and Math teachers), 

all three teachers do that; where you can take it and understand it.  Give you examples 

of your everyday life and make it seem like that's what the subject is talking about. 

Gherbo does not see anything preventing him from reaching his goals.  His parents 

encouraged him to do the early college, and he saw how he would be a step ahead of other 

students that he left in the traditional high school.  He has not decided on a college, but he is 

thinking about it.  Gherbo is also considering going into the family business with his dad.  He 

wants to be a welder and is taking a welding class at the college.  As far as continuing to live 

in the county, he is considering that; however, if his business is successful, he said he would 

like to move to Florida because of the mild weather.  Gherbo has discovered the importance 
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of relationship building with faculty and sharing his experiences in the early college with his 

family and his friends in the traditional high school. 

JCole 

JCole is an 18-year-old young man in his third year at the early college.  He has three 

sisters and four brothers and is the third oldest sibling in his family.  Both his parents 

graduated from high school, and his mom is attending college.  His older siblings went to 

community college.  He described his neighborhood as one where the kids are outside 

playing in open fields.  There are lots of trees and he said it is very quiet.  JCole said the best 

thing about living in his neighborhood is that the young people his age could talk about 

problems and understand each other because they are on the same level as he is, and they are 

his age. 

JCole made the decision to attend the early college because he heard about it and 

thought it might be an opportunity to develop leadership skills.  He said his first application 

was not accepted, so he tried a second year and was accepted.  After he arrived, JCole said he 

was nervous and had some doubts about fitting in, but over time, he adapted to the 

environment and he loves it.  He said the main reason he wanted to attend the early college 

was the leadership, how people “took up” for him, and how the people in the school 

community help each other out. 

JCole said the teachers in the early college help the students no matter what.  Another 

reason JCole likes his early college is people there are not the same race.  He stated that the 

teachers are different people from different environments, and some of them speak different 

languages.  He went on to say the teachers have a heart and they care for each other and for 

the students.  He said he especially likes his early college principal.  JCole said that his 
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principal emails the students and asks students if they need any help.  JCole said a principal 

should not always be in the office sitting behind a desk, and he feels that his principal does a 

great job. 

JCole has the support of his family and the staff at the early college.  He joined a 

mentor group for boys at an elementary school where he teaches the boys that where they 

live, not having a lot of support is a challenge, but they can overcome.  He explains, “The 

kids and the staff tell us we are doing good and that we don’t need to change anything.”   

JCole has set his college sights on Barton College.  He went to the college as part of a 

tour and liked what he saw.  He has chosen Business Administration as a major and dreams 

of having his own business.  As we concluded the interview, I asked JCole if he had any final 

remarks.  He said:  

People must branch out and not listen to the negative things that society might say.  

Coming to the early college was something I did different because everyone else was 

going to regular high school.  Some people dropped out and some people made it 

through.  Some people don’t go to college, and that’s not a bad thing. 

Jimmy 

Jimmy is a 17-year old personable young man from a big family.  He has two 

brothers and two sisters.  Several of his siblings are in the military.  Both of his parents are 

college graduates.  His youngest brother attended the same early college.  He is considered 

the middle child.  Jimmy stated his neighborhood is like a town where neighbors interact 

with each other and let each other know what’s going on with events such as a cookout.  

Jimmy said the best thing about his neighborhood was that it is an open community.  Jimmy 

is engaged on the campus and outside the campus.  He is a member of the Beta Club and Art 
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Club.  Outside of the school, Jimmy works as a Junior Firefighter and is a Junior Alpha Phi 

Alpha member.   

Jimmy appeared to be a very well-rounded student.  He attends sporting events, visits 

family (in New York and Florida), has friends of a different race, has an adult mentor, and 

does volunteer hours.  Jimmy expressed definite future goals and ambitions—he wants to 

attend NC State University, and he plans to own his own home and have a family.  Jimmy 

wants to live in the city and travel around the country.  His decision to enroll in the early 

college was very personal.  For him, academic success was important to him, and he wasn’t 

afraid to do something hard to achieve his dream.  Jimmy was very well-spoken and clearly 

described himself as a person who looked at all the things that he would have to do to be 

successful.  He explains why he enrolled: 

I decided to enroll in the early college because it's just something I felt like I had to 

do. For me, success and what I want to do, I know that it's going to be hard, and I felt 

like the early college is going to be hard. And I told myself I'm going to have to get 

used to it being hard. I'm going to have to adjust. And then when I finally got the 

letter they said to come in for an interview, I was one of the few chosen. And I was 

thrilled.  

Despite the rigor, Jimmy has stayed in the early college because having relationships 

with teachers and the environment mean a lot to him.  Jimmy explained how aware he is of 

his teachers’ involvement in his success and how he uses their interests to motivate himself: 

I stay mostly because me and the teachers here have such a great connection. We 

have such a great connection such as… When we can just talk about whether it's 

sports, celebrity drama, news, or we can just talk about our assignments. If I need 
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help after school and they help me with assignments.  They help me, even on my 

college side they help me with assignments. And they push me to get my degree in 

art, and criminal justice. 

Jimmy has very supportive parents.  Both parents talk with him daily about what went 

on during his school day.  His parents are supportive of his goal to attend college.  Jimmy has 

college dreams and wants to come back and share his story with those younger than him.  He 

wants to use his art talent and to continue playing basketball while in college. 

Jimmy identified the best thing about early college as the pushing that comes from the 

teachers.  The relationship between teacher and student was a recurring theme in Jimmy’s 

interview.  He explains, “What I like best about this early college is how the teachers push 

you to be greater than ... I already want to be someone great. But they push you to be greater 

than what you already want to be.”  Jimmy’s description of valuing the teacher-student 

relationship was evidenced in his response to questions about the faculty.  His ability to 

describe that student to teacher interaction is a wonderful example of the “ethic of care” by 

early college teachers: 

I like how my teachers interact with us. I like how my teachers, they don't hold 

anything back. They love to be all up in our business. They love to know what's going 

on with us, how we're doing, how we're doing at home, how we're doing at school. 

And one thing that I really ... I have some friends back in New York, I have some 

friends in Florida, and I'm telling them about how my teachers interact with us, and 

they want to know how they are doing teaching. And that's not something you hear 

from a lot of teachers, because back with my old schools, like in middle school, you 

didn't even have a lot.  
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Jimmy clearly knows what he wants and where he is going to be when he finishes the early 

college program.  He has already discovered the importance of relationship building with 

faculty and being clear which instructional methods resonate with him personally.  Jimmy 

respects his teachers and their influence irrespective of race or gender.   

Kobe 

Kobe is a 15-year-old young man in his sophomore year of the early college.  Kobe is 

the oldest of five in his family.  His parents graduated from high school and his mom has 

some college credits.  Kobe is not engaged in any campus clubs; however, he is engaged in 

his community where he attends church, sporting events, and visits family.  He has friends of 

a different race.  Kobe plans to attend college, own his own home, and have a family.  He 

plans to work and live in the city.  He described his neighborhood as quiet with older 

neighbors and not a lot of children.  Most of the family’s activities are around family 

members who come to visit them in the neighborhood. 

Kobe chose to attend the early college because of his career goal, which is to be a 

criminal lawyer.  He wanted to get a head start so he could finish college young enough to 

have a good career.  He feels that the teachers are always available and that he can get help, 

saying, “Well, you can always depend on them.  They’re usually there to help you with 

anything you really need help with.  It’s not like you’re just a student there, but they treat you 

like you’re family.” 

Kobe has support from both his parents.  He spoke about the conversations that he has 

with his mom and his father.  His father is good with technology and sometimes texts him 

during the day to ask how his day is going.  His mom knows he wants to be a lawyer after 

college, and she asks about what classes he needs to take or whether he has seen classes that 
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have his interest.  Overall, Kobe has a clear plan for his future and feels that he will 

accomplish the goals he set.   

Kyrie 

Kyrie is a 16-year-old young man with a twin sister that attends the same early 

college high school and has older siblings that are attending college.  Both of his parents are 

high school graduates.  Kyrie is engaged with the early college and the community.  He is a 

member of the Key Club and the Community Youth Council.  Kyrie attends church, sporting 

events, and he performs volunteer hours.  He has friends of a different race.  He plans to own 

his own home, work in the city, and start his own civil engineering firm.   Kyrie described his 

neighborhood as friendly because the kids come outside and play ball.   He says that the 

noise in the area increases when the college students come home for the summer.  He likes 

living there because he and the other guys can play ball and the area is still quiet. 

When asked why he chose to attend the early college, Kyrie explained that it was 

either picking between sports or education, and education was big in the household.  He 

explained that his father was big on education and thought being involved in sports was okay.  

Kyrie said his father gave them a choice, and he chose early college because he believed it 

was a better environment for him and he would be better off.  He liked the diverse setting.  

Another reason the early college worked for Kyrie was the good resources:  

One, you can go to any ... I would say any teacher, but basically you can go to any 

teacher and they will tell you if you need help in a certain subject they will send 

you either to a math tank, and they'll send you to it if you have a problem with 

math. As for other resources, our teachers are very helpful when it comes to their 
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subject. I mean, you shouldn't be afraid to ask them anything, I mean, they might 

put you through a lot in class, but it's still helpful. 

Kyrie really likes Math.  He has friend who stayed in the traditional high school and 

sometimes they motivate him to do well because they will ask him questions in certain math 

problems and he is able to explain it because they have already covered it in early college.  

He said “early college helps you.”  Kyrie knows that his friends in the traditional high school 

stayed there because of the sports.  The ability to play sports is going to be added to the early 

college in the future, and he will soon be able to participate in football, basketball, track or 

baseball.  He say that because his early college will have more sports, he thinks more kids 

from the traditional school will be coming. 

Kyrie’s relationship with his teachers is important to him, especially his 9th grade 

teacher.  She had been part of his life since he arrived at North East.  She always supports 

him and finds ways to help him solve problems.  He feels that he coan always go to her and 

ask a question on how to do something.  Even though she might not be the best resource, he 

knows that she will try to help him.  Kyrie said that all the teachers “get you to a certain 

point,” and then students are on their own.  Teachers really push students at the beginning 

and in the middle of the semester.  The teachers say to students, “If you want to do this or 

you want an A in this class, then you need to decide whether you are going to do the work or 

if you’re just going to slack off.” 

Kyrie has his future in sight.  He had plans to be a civil engineer and understands the 

job well.  He considers himself a “hands on” kind of a guy.  He has discussed his plan with 

his dad, who supports his choice of engineering because his dad works in Information 

Technology.  They discuss electrical and mechanical engineering as career goals.  Kyrie has 



105 

 

already chosen the colleges last year that he wanted to attend.  He liked NC State, NC A&T 

State, and East Carolina universities.  Kyrie is an inspiring young man boasting a 3.9 GPA 

(unweighted).  His plans for his future are defined, and he knows how he will make it all 

happen.  He has already discovered the importance of relationship-building with faculty and 

sharing his experiences in the early college with his family and traditional high school 

friends. 

Russell 

Russell is a soft-spoken 16-year old young man in his second year in the early college 

program.  He is part of a blended family with five siblings and has lived in the same 

neighborhood all his life.  Cars can be heard through the neighborhood, but it is not too busy.  

Russell describes his neighborhood as quiet, saying that the people are all friendly.  The best 

thing about his neighborhood is the quietness.  Both of Russell’s parents graduated from high 

school.  His mom finished her LPN degree and his father works in the nearby shipyard.  

Russell’s body language indicated he was a little shy.  I had to frequently probe and ask more 

about a response to get information from him.  Russell was not a member of any campus 

clubs.  He is engaged within his community by attending church, attending sporting events, 

and visiting family.  He has friends of a different race.  After he completes the early college 

program, Russell intends to go to college, own his own home, have a family, and live in the 

city. 

Russell decided to enroll in the early college because of his goal of graduating with a 

degree and being accepted into colleges.  When asked what helped him succeed in the early 

college, a surprising answer was that he daily reflected on how his day went at the early 
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college:  “Just going home and just reflecting on what happened during the day. I think that 

really helps with me, and my family. Just talking about everything when we get home.” 

Russell thinks the best thing about the early college is that they are all friendly, 

saying, “It’s like a big, happy family.”  The thing that Russell likes least about early college 

is having to get up so early in the morning to start school.  Russell admitted that he is a night 

person and stays up late.  He said that during school, “you’re real busy and there’s no time to 

‘do you.’”  Outside of school, Russell saw himself as “a boring person.”  He watches 

professional basketball on TV and plays a video game online that hosts players around the 

world.   

When I asked Russell what he likes about his teachers, his response was that being 

organized is something that works for him.  If a teacher appeareds to be disorganized, he gets 

upset.  Russell has a favorite teacher that he wishes were more organized.  Russell reveals his 

favorite class: “My favorite class would be ... Oh, gosh. I guess it would be 4:00 Student 

Support, because that's a class where I can just organize... it's not a real high school class. It's 

a class where you can do make-up work and stuff. Yeah, that's what I like.” 

Russell has parental support and uses the support to help him stay on track.  He has 

one good friend who also gives him support and listens to him when he has concerns.  When 

asked about the student/teacher relationships, Russell said he observes how his teachers 

respond to students around him when they do not turn in work the day it is due:   

I can't say for me, because I don't do this, but I know how they treat other ones. The 

projects that we do specifically in that biology class, I know there's some kids that 

don’t bring it on the due date. She'll extend it for them.  I feel like with her, I can go 
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to her and talk to her if I ever had a problem. She told me I could. I don't feel like 

nobody is just going to let you fall down here. 

Russell does his work and shows his teachers he cares about doing well through effort.  If he 

feels that extra time is needed to do an assignment, he stays after school.  If he has a 

question, he waits until after school and goes to the teachers and talks with them.  They will 

talk about his question and address it. 

Russell is undecided about what college he will attend when he finishes early college.  

He says he likes working with people and either wants a career as a marriage counselor, a 

physical therapist, or a lawyer.  Russell spoke about attending church with his family and 

discussed his participation in youth programs and conversations with the pastor.  He does not 

see the pastor as a mentor, just his pastor.  Overall, Russell doesn’t see himself as being 

unsuccessful.  He just appears to be torn about his next steps after he finishes early college.  

Stephan 

Stephan is a 17-year-old young man in the early college with a blended family.  He 

has five sisters and one brother.  Both parents graduated from high school.  His father works 

in the shipyard in the neighboring city and his mom is a nurse who is attending college for an 

additional degree.  Stephan describes his neighborhood as very quiet.  Visitors to his area 

might hear basketballs and people in and around the pool during the summer. 

Stephan made the decision to attend the early college so he can have a successful 

future.  Once he learned that attending the early college would decrease the amount of time 

he would spend in college, it became clear that attending would be a good decision for him.  

When asked why he has stayed in the early college, he stated “his fellow classmates and 

God.”  Stephan was the first student to mention spirituality as a factor in his academic 
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success.  I asked him about his church and their programs to support students.  Stephan 

described how his church has a scholarship fund that would go towards college attendance.  

He anticipated being able to receive his church scholarship when he completes early college. 

When asked to describe the best thing about being in the early college, he mentioned 

safety.  Stephan said the environment made him feel safe unlike the regular high school.  

When asked to describe the thing he liked least about early college, he said the lunch.  It is a 

school lunch, and he would prefer to buy lunch in the on-campus café, but that would mean 

spending extra money.  We discussed his teachers, and he explained what he likes about his 

early college teachers:  “They're flexible with me.  I believe they're more flexible and they're 

easier to get to and reach out to.  They're understandable.”   

Stephen has parental support from both parents who have told him to stay with the 

program.  His father especially said that there might be some obstacles ahead but that he has 

to keep going.  He has a younger brother in the same early college and they support each 

other in a competitive way by comparing grades. Stephan coaches his younger brother with 

personal and school-related things.  He has already discovered the importance of relationship 

building with faculty and sharing his experiences in the early college with his younger 

brother. 

Administrative Staff Profiles 

Administrators were asked to give their personal philosophy about their role at the 

early college high school and to describe what they considered to be the best supports for and 

barriers to student success in their college program.  The demographic information of the 

early college high school administrative staff from the two research sites is provided in this 

section.  There were four non-student roles within the early college high school invited to 
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participate in the research project: the principal, the counselor, the liaison, and a teacher.  The 

five perspectives for this embedded case study allowed me to hear different and distinct 

stories of lived experiences among the rural students and the educators.  Table 3 illustrates 

the demographic data from the administrators at the two-early college high schools.  This 

information was collected during the face-to-face interviews. 

 

Table 3 

Early College High School Administrator Demographic Information 

Pseudonym Years of Service Working Title Education 

Ann 10 Counselor 4-year college; Masters 

Elementary Education and 

Counselor Education 

Carey 23 Teacher (AVID 

Coordinator) 

4-year college; Masters 

Special Education 

Edwardo 14 (lateral entry) Teacher (Civics) 4-year college; Political 

Science and History 

Hermione 11 Principal 4-year college; Masters 

School Administration 

Julia 18 Teacher (English) 4-year college (NC 

Teaching Fellow) 

Kay 10 

 

Liaison 4-year degree; Masters 

Curriculum and Instruction 

Linda 7 Principal 4-year college, Masters 

Mathematics 

Mary 13 Counselor 4-year college; Masters 

Counselor Education 

Simone 29  Liaison 4-year college; graduate 

hours at a university 
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Anne 

Anne is the high school counselor for North East early college high school.  Anne 

grew up in the neighboring county of Northampton, which is very rural.  She attended the 

public schools in that county, and after high school went to NC State University for a year to 

try to decide what to do.  She later transferred to East Carolina University and decided to 

study elementary education.  She returned to Northampton county schools and started as a 

fill-in physical education teacher because there were no positions in elementary education.  

As time went on, she finally got a position in the city school and taught third grade.  Soon, 

she was engaged, and since she and her fiancé were both from the same area, they were able 

to find jobs in North East County.  As she continued to teach, Anne developed a passion for 

psychology and counseling.  She started taking online classes at East Carolina University.  

She was able to do an internship at North East and was hired on in 2017.  Anne has a total of 

10 years of experience in public school education. 

The counseling philosophy that Anne has centers on advocacy.  She wants to be an 

advocate for students and build those relationships focused on trust and response.  For Anne, 

it is important for students to feel safe and accepted when they arrive at school so they would 

return and feel safe to ask questions.  Because North East is small early college, Anne said 

the focus is on having guest speakers come in to the school and offer internship programs to 

the students by working with different businesses in the community.  Anne said that they also 

collaborate with the community college for guest speakers to ensure students are well-versed 

and know what to expect when they go to a four-year university. 

As the interview concluded, Anne explained what the increase in enrollment for the 

coming year would mean to her and the liaison.  She stated that the job of a counselor in a 
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rural area is very demanding.  Next year, the enrollment will grow from 140 students to over 

200.  The interest in the early college has grown, and information about the school has gone 

out by word of mouth.  Anne and the administration still want to continue giving that 

individualized instruction, help, and know their students.  She said the faculty members and 

counselors will just “pool up” and everyone will “put on a different hat” and do the work that 

needs to be done. 

Carey 

Carey currently serves as the AVID coordinator for the early college.  She grew up in 

Tennessee in a very small country town in the Appalachian Mountains.  Her family moved to 

the area when her father was transferred with the railroad.  She graduated from a neighboring 

high school and then attended Barton College where she majored in History and Social 

Studies.  Carey said she has always had love for Special Education.  After finishing Barton 

College, she went to East Carolina University where she received a degree in Special 

Education.  Carey has been teaching for 23 years.  She has taught special education classes 

and Social Studies for grades 9 through 12.   

Carey’s teaching philosophy is centered around her personal life and that of a close 

relative with vision problems.  Carey realized early in her life that with the right teacher and 

support, all kids could learn.  Carey worked hard to help her peers understand that they had 

to help poverty-stricken kids, no matter their race or sex—that not everyone learns the same 

way.  Her voice got soft as tears streamed down her face.  She apologized.  Her passion for 

marginalized students was obvious.  I asked if we needed to stop the interview, and she 

replied no.  As she composed herself, I asked about the AVID program and her role. 

For Carey, the AVID program at Phoenix Early College is important to implement 
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because it gives students experience collaborating on assignments as well as a variety of 

different assignments.  She described how students had moved away from note-taking to 

using more websites and webinars or creating their own lessons. 

When asked about being a teacher in a rural area, Carey spoke about how well the 

staff does student recruitment.  One key feature is the parent informational night.  Each 

principal has put his/her own “mark” on how it was done.  The staff had gone out in the 

community to work with migrant families and out to work with English Learners (EL).  They 

discovered that the community has more than just Spanish speakers—there are many 

different races living in their school district. 

As we began to wrap up the interview, I asked Carey about resources in the rural 

setting, and she spoke about role models.  She said that African American males in the 

community were important because many of those students had family members who had 

dropped out of school, were on drugs, or in gangs.  She adds, “Knowing that we have male 

teachers on staff that are role models, having access to the community college M.A.L.E Club 

really showed students there was support for them.  We are building our alumni and they 

come back to the school and help.” 

Carey also mentioned that the small class size at Phoenix Early College means the 

students know they can go to any teacher and get help.  She said the students trust them and 

that faculty just have to show students it is fine to be different than their parents.  Teachers 

remind the students that they wre getting two free years of education and that they should 

invest in it and make that change. 

Edwardo 

Edwardo is the Civics and History teacher at Phoenix Early College.  He is a native of 
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Edenborough County who attended East Carolina University where he majored in Political 

Science and minored in History.  Edwardo is a first-generation college student and attended 

segregated public schools until he was in the 7th grade.  He was the third oldest of 11 

siblings.  When asked about the “large family” experience, he said they had a great time.  As 

one of the oldest, Edwardo set the example for his siblings.  Half of his siblings went to 

college and half of them had advanced degrees.  Some of his sisters have careers in public 

education.  The ones who did not go to college worked in heating, air, and manufacturing.   

When I inquired about his decision to go to college, he said it started with his high 

school history teacher.  That encouragement and the messaging from his mom about a good 

education got him interested in going to college.  He has been teaching since 2004 when he 

entered through the lateral entry program.  Prior to teaching, he was a counselor at a mental 

health center.  When I asked him about his teaching philosophy, he said that he noticed there 

were not any male teachers and the principals were male.   

He feels that male teachers played a pivotal role in the education of students, and 

African American male teachers have an impact on male students, especially as a role model.  

Edwardo stated that one thing that is important to him is the faculty collaboration.  He stated 

that he works with the English teacher to deconstruct questions from his 10th grade classes.  

He and the other instructor have planning sessions together, so they work on certain concepts 

in both of their the classes. 

When I asked him about being a teacher in a rural area, Edwardo commented that he 

had never worked in an urban area, so he had nothing to compare it to.  He explained the 

“brain drain” from the rural area: as kids graduate and move away to attend college, they 

often do not return to the area:  “That is a challenge for us because in the poor communities 
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where there is a large Hispanic and African American community, parents want better for 

their children.  Resources in some of the eastern counties are very limited.”  

As the interview began to end, I asked Edwardo about his involvement at the school. 

He reminded me that he is the only Black male on the staff, so he tries to model certain 

behaviors.  Having a diverse staff is good for the students, according to Edwardo.  In this 

small rural setting, he sees the students flourish.  Students in the program do not need to 

impress anyone.  Edwardo stated the students can show how smart they are and not hide their 

“smarts” like they might in a traditional high school.   As we closed the interview, Edwardo 

shared that his biggest wish is that every school could have more African American male 

teachers.  He believes there is a difference in the behavior of students when there are African 

American male teachers in the school.  He believes that the African American males in the 

school behave better and demonstrate their intelligence more than they might without a 

diverse teaching staff. 

Hermione 

Hermione is the school principal for Phoenix Early College High School.  She is a 

native of Phoenix County and a graduate of the traditional high school and the area 

community college.  She later transferred to a local college and taught English for 11 years.  

She worked in curriculum support and later earned her Master’s in school administration.  

Hermione stated her philosophy is one that supports students and helps them achieve their 

goals.  She went on to say everything at Phoenix Early College has a family feel to it and that 

the relationship between teachers and students is important to her. 

One of the new initiatives at Phoenix was the introduction of Paideia Seminar that 

focuses on conversation, understanding, and gaining an advantage over someone in a debate.  
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She feels that Paideia will help students prepare for college and prepare them for collegial 

and academic discussions.  Hermione is a big supporter of collaboration.  She says, “We all 

have titles.  We all have individual roles, but at the end of the day, we all must work together 

for the success of the students.  Because that is our biggest reward, their success.”  

Hermione reflected on when the biggest changes take place for her students, noting 

that the 11th grade is when the number of college classes begins to increase.  The 

administration schedules conferences with the college liaison, the counselor, parents, and the 

student each semester to help plan for the college schedule.  She spoke proudly about how 

much support the parents and the community college provide to the early college.  One event 

stood out: 

So the community college is our primary community member, and they’re our 

number one partner.  They do things like, for example, the president had a special 

luncheon for our super seniors, and that was a couple of weeks ago.  He had it as a 

form, sit down meal to reinforce with them, whether they knew the etiquette or now, 

you might experience this, so here’ a trial run. 

Hermione described the relationships between faculty and how important they are to the 

success of the school.  She said that being a small school, teachers meet in grade-level teams.  

There are no silos with departments like at some traditional schools.  Teachers have 

conversations about student success in their meetings.  Any student whom a teacher 

recognizes as having difficulty contacts the parents and sets up a meeting for a personalized 

education plan.  Her school maintains that program even though the state legislature 

requirement was eliminated.   

The proudest moment for Hermione was when two of the African American males 
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who graduated the program asked to start a mentoring program for the local middle school.  

The graduates wanted to invite current early college students to participate.  Permission 

forms were completed, and it started.  They have a motto:  Lift as You Rise!  The graduates 

told her they saw themselves as leaders even though they were still young.   

As we concluded the interview, I asked Hermione what she believes is her biggest 

reward as a rural principal.  For her, it is seeing the students grow and witnessing their 

success.  She also enjoys seeing them advocate for themselves.  Over the summer, she had 

students taking summer classes and they requested to keep their free laptops because they did 

not personally own devices.  The students had to email their requests to her:  

So professional.  I was so impressed.  And that’s at every grade level. And that’s the 

biggest job reward, when the kids you see throwing the football around out there have 

more maturity now.  They have that skill.  They have the ability to advocate for 

themselves, and you know it has come through this work.  

Hermione and her administrative team are very passionate and demonstrate an “all in” 

attitude of support and encouragement for the students at Phoenix Early College. 

Julia 

Julia is the 9th and 10th grade English teacher in the North East early college and has 

been at the early college for 12 years.  She was a Teaching Fellow at UNC Chapel Hill.  

After completing the program, she began teaching English in 1999 in Tyrell County and then 

moved to Raleigh, but she hated all the traffic.  She visited friends living in North East 

County and liked the area, so she ended up moving there.  I asked about her teaching 

philosophy: 

I wanted to save the world in as non-confrontational way as possible.  It is an 
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activism thing for me, bit is a non-confrontational activism, because education is 

power, and I realized that I had a great deal of privilege and I really do feel like I have 

a duty to extend the privilege that I have been given to others. 

As a teacher in this early college, Julia has 9th graders all year long and the 10th graders only 

for a semester.  She said the program is switching up again in the coming year.   

Julia’s efforts to work with the community became the Farm to School to Healthcare 

program.  The school received a Garden Grant, and she collaborates with several different 

schools in the county to have their own community gardens.  The early college students work 

in the gardens.  Julia stated that the students like it because it is an innovative way for them 

to support their community.  The students run the program.  

Julia knows many of the students from the time that she began teaching at the early 

college.  She explained to me that the number of African American males enrolled in the 

program was low.  There was a STEM high school in the county that might have more 

minority males than North East does in terms of percentage.  When I asked Julia what a need 

for the early college is, she immediately stated, “money for a classroom library.”  I asked her 

to explain her answer:  

We have the community college library and it is great, and we have access to 

amazing database, but part of my goal and part of why we spend a whole semester 

in reading workshop is I want students to be readers, because in college they are 

going to have to read, sometimes 600 pages a week!  They need to develop the 

stamina to do that, and the way to develop stamina is to read books that you love 

and always have a next book to read. 

Julia’s passion for teaching and for the students was quite evident in her responses and in her 
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description of the school, the staff, and the students.  She described how the smaller class 

setting allows the staff to treat the students like family.  I asked if she was familiar with 

Nodding’s ethic of care and she was.  She says, “That is absolutely true.  I think if I did not 

let the kids know that I love them that it would be a problem.  They are very good at 

recognizing soft love.” 

As we ended the interview, I asked Julia about working in a rural setting and how that 

influenced how she teaches as well as how long she might continue teaching.  Julia 

responded that she comes to work and plays every day.  It is a lot of fun for her to be around 

the students, and she enjoys her students immensely.  She said they are all really good 

people.   

Kay 

Kay received her education from NC Wesleyan where she majored in Education.  She 

taught elementary school for 13 years before becoming the early college liaison.  She has 

held the position for 10 years.  She also has a Master’s degree in Curriculum and Instruction.  

Kay’s philosophy is to meet the needs of the students and help them meet their goals so they 

can be successful.  One of the things that Kay is passionate about is being a life-long learner, 

and she promotes that belief to her students. 

One of Kay’s primary roles involves student recruitment and communications for the 

early college.  Her recruitment efforts involve meetings with the local LEA, which is North 

East School District.  Parents and students are invited to information sessions along with 

people in the community.  She provides information about what the early college is about, 

how it serves the needs of students, and its goals.  Kay also goes out to area middle schools 

and speaks with groups of eighth graders or individuals to answer questions. 
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In the rural setting, the college liaison’s efforts are different because of the population 

served.  Students have their goals as far as career and education; however, sometimes the 

students in the area do not select the early college because of the extra-curricular activities 

they enjoy in the public school.  Early college is academically focused.  While some sports 

are offered through the local community college, the lack of the other activities such as 

competitive sports is a challenge, especially for African American males.  She explains the 

challenge: 

When we’re trying to recruit students of different or diverse backgrounds sometimes 

we fun into that, especially like our Black males.  That’s why we don’t get as many of 

them because a lot of them are going to, trying to be steered towards sports or they 

might have their goals already.  They’ve been a good basketball player or a good 

football player so they’re going to continue that track. 

Kay added that her role as a mediator between the early college high school and the 

community college is a huge one.  She communicates with college teachers, schedules 

rooms, and plans events.  Her duties also include scheduling conferences and AVID seminar 

meetings. We discussed the enrollment growth and how it may impact her job as the liaison.  

Kay stated that having a second person would be helpful because part of her job is doing the 

graduation evaluations.  That is a tedious process because each student has a form that must 

be completed.  There are courses that must be confirmed and followed up to make sure those 

courses were passed, and for continuing students, she has to make sure those students are 

registered for the next semester.  

As we started to wrap up the session, Kay stated that she hopes that the enrollment 

growth does not change the student experience that has been part of the early college.  The 
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idea of more students and fewer staff to support them has Kay concerned because she values 

the intimate way that the school supports the small student population.   

Linda 

Linda is a native of North Carolina and grew up in the local area.  She was an NC 

Teaching Fellow and attended East Carolina University where she majored in Mathematics.  

She went on to Appalachian State University where she received her Master’s in 

mathematics.  She took a job as a teacher in the early college as a math teacher.  She taught 

for four years and was accepted into the Northeast Leadership Academy and worked to 

complete her Master’s in school administration.  She took the principal position after serving 

for two years as the assistant principal. 

Her goal as a principal in the North East Early College was to come back and make 

sure that students in rural areas have opportunities they might not otherwise have had.  

Having a heart for students in low income rural areas was what brought Linda “back home:”   

I saw the struggle as a student myself growing up in this area.  Where we didn’t 

necessarily always have certified teachers, or we didn’t have experiences like 

someone in a larger, um, city may have had.  So, I worked hard to make sure that 

students in this area have access to things that they may not otherwise have.  You 

know you can’t help where you come from or where you’re born. 

Linda meets the challenges of being in a rural area with enthusiasm and a perspective 

that the early college is there for all the students.  She is passionate about the individualized 

education that her early college provides students.  With 165 students, North East Early 

College is the second largest school in the district.  The school had been in existence for 11 

years.  This school was one of few early colleges that allows their students to play sports.  
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This is a feature that she thought helps to attract African American males in the area to her 

early college: 

I feel like the socio norm for African American males is that they should, you know, 

be on the football team or be on the basketball team of something like that.  Well we 

at our school do allow them to play sports, but the work that they have to put in 

academically on top of the work they would have to put on the field if they were to 

choose to do something like that deters a lot of students from coming to our school. 

Linda said the community supports the school, especially on parent night.  Many parents 

came out.  The school works with parents who want what was best for their child; support 

staff makes phone calls and sets up face-to-face meetings to talk with them about next steps 

are for their child.  Her biggest reward as a rural early college principal is being honest with 

the students about the academic rigor, and then seeing those students arrive committed to 

their program.   

Mary 

Mary is a graduate of UNC Pembroke where she studied Physical Education.  She 

was a teacher for seven years before becoming a high school counselor.  She has been a 

counselor for six years.  Her counseling philosophy focuses on students needing a physical 

outlet in education.  Her goal is to serve the whole child whether the student needs food, 

clothing, socio-emotional support, or guidance in career choices. 

Mary described programs that were in the early college to support students like clubs 

and some of the programs at the community college.  Her example was if a student expresses 

interest in theatre, she suggests the community college theatre group.  Other students might 

be interest in Teen Court, so she works with the community to support the group.  Mary 
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stated that many of the programs are individualized for students to help them get better in 

specific areas.   She explained that the first few years in the early college are very rigid, and 

by their sophomore year, she and the college liaison meet with the parents and the student to 

plan the next set of classes. 

Mary stated that being a one-to-one school and getting laptops for every student was a 

very big step towards student success.  Having the technology means fewer students slip 

through the cracks, according to Mary.  She says, “Our small class sizes and supportive 

teachers makes a big difference. Teachers get to know the students and they really can’t slip 

through the cracks or hide.  Teachers are very involved and very on top of what students are 

doing.”  Mary said that sometimes the early college schedule can present students with 

challenges.  Grades 11 through 13 are less about high school classes and more about college 

classes.  I asked about how mentors might help, and Mary said those schedules would make 

it difficult to find time for mentors in the higher grades.  She also added that those higher-

grade students have also started working in jobs. 

Mary expressed a fondness for rural living and believes that the students are closer to 

one another because of where they live:  “I love the smaller population because I really can 

get to know the students and it makes you feel like you are making a difference because you 

hear it more, right?  Whereas in a bigger school, you don’t get as much feedback because 

you don’t get to know them as well.  I would love to stay on until I retire.  We’ll see!” 

Mary said that being in a rural county means that students come from one part of the 

county where the parents are farm workers or migrant workers.  She stated that the jobs are 

all different too.  I asked how parents are contacted since there are so many differences.  

Mary stated that a weekly newsletter is sent out by email.  She said that they know the 
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newsletter works because parents email back questions.  Her hope is that the communication 

will continue to evolve.  Parents are clicking on the links in the email newsletter, so they 

want to make sure they include the right information.  These parents have a different socio-

economic background than the parents from the city.  For Mary, the life of a rural counselor 

is one filled with variety.  She enjoys watching the students push each other.  Since the 

students grew up in the same kind of neighborhood and had the same kind of experiences, 

they can share.  Mary likes the smaller student population because it allows her to get to 

know the students and it makes her feel like she is making a difference.  

Simone 

Simone grew up as a rural student in North East County.  She graduated from NC 

Agricultural and Technical State University in Greensboro, NC.  She has additional graduate 

hours from East Carolina University.  Simone is the early college liaison and has been in the 

counseling profession for 29 years.  Simone said that part of her adult life was spent living in 

Georgia.  When I asked her about retirement, she stated that she was really enjoying her 

work.  I proceeded to ask her about her philosophy as an early college liaison.  She explains, 

“I would love to see every student here at North East early college graduate with an 

Associate’s degree.  However, I know that not possible, but I would like them to put their 

best foot forward and graduate with college credits and/or a certificate.”  Simone said that a 

challenge for a rural administrator is the lack of funds and the loss of businesses in the area.  

Some of the businesses that have left the area were not able to sustain themselves in the 

world of technology. 

North East early college high school is an A-plus school.  They have a small staff and 

small student enrollment, which allows the teachers to do one-on-one work with students in a 
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small group setting.  With 165 students and 13 staff, the closeness is good for this early 

college.  The closeness of the community allows Simone to recruit students who are getting 

ready to move up to the ninth grade.  Simone works closely with the high school counselor to 

do middle school visits.  A fall open house and phone calls to parents are just two activities 

that Simone and the high school counselor created. Simone uses technology to keep students 

and parents informed about school activities.  There is a Facebook page, and they use Twitter 

to advertise school activities and newsworthy information.   

Simone commented that one thing that remains as a challenge in a rural setting is the 

lack of after school and weekend activities for parents and students.  With very little to do, 

families often leave the area and move to the next largest city.  She stated that growing up in 

the area, her own parents always took her to the museum or something educational.  As we 

ended the interview, Simone added that she sees her role as that voice from the college side 

to the high school side and vice versa.  Any time there is a concern with a college class from 

the parent or the student, Simone serves as that voice to the instructor and to the Dean of 

instruction or curriculum.   

Themes 

Through the process of coding the interview transcripts, themes emerged.  Themes 

and subthemes were presented from the students and early college administrators.  Themes 

and subthemes are illustrated as they relate to the four research questions in Table 4.   
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Table 4 

Major Themes and Subthemes 

Research Question Major Themes Subthemes 

RQ1. What do African 

American males in rural early 

college high schools in North 

Carolina believe contribute to 

their academic success? 

Family-like feeling, teacher-

student relationships, engaging 

class material, academic 

interventions, parental support, 

peer support, emotional support, 

collaborative assignments, 

technology use, spirituality, goal 

setting 

 

Teachers caring about students, 

flexibility of teachers, curriculum 

relatable and interesting, in class 

support, out of class support, 

parental involvement, community 

networking,  

RQ2.  How do the micro-, 

meso-, macro-, exo- and 

chronosystems shape academic 

success for the African 

American male in rural early 

college high schools in North 

Carolina? 

College goals, career goals, more 

structure, feeling safe, small 

classes, community service 

requirements, volunteer hours, 

giving back, mentoring middle 

school, community support, 

socializing with neighbors, time 

with friends, quiet neighborhoods 

 

getting ahead with school, diversity 

of staff and students, better than 

traditional high school, going to talk 

to middle schoolers, having program 

graduates return, working with peers 

on projects, community approval of 

school, enrollment growth, talking 

about school with friends 

RQ3.  What enables academic 

success for the African 

American male in rural early 

college high schools in North 

Carolina? 

Connection with teachers, teaching 

styles, teachers are relatable, 

teachers are engaged, students 

engaged in and outside classroom, 

students trust teachers, teacher 

rapport, daily parent support, 

respect between student and 

teacher, 

Peer connections inside and 

outside ECHS, student mentoring, 

ability to give back 

 

‘ethic of care’ demonstrated by 

teachers, school interventions 

(AVID, Paideia, Pyramid), 

conversations with parents, 

collaboration with community 

college, community involvement, 

school parent nights, school outreach 

programs, diverse communities, 

networking beyond school 

RQ4. What hinders academic 

success for the African 

American male in rural early 

college high schools in North 

Carolina? 

Changing student interests, outside 

distractions, student loses focus, 

student health concerns, funding 

for resources, enrollment growth 

versus staff size 

Students have health issues, students 

loose interest in career goal, students 

with no desire for college, growth 

will impact one-on-one support, 

need for reading library  
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Bioecological Systems Theory Model  

The microsystem describes the individual’s own biology, personality, beliefs and 

perceptions, and intellectual gifts in addition to interactions with familial, home, peer, 

neighborhood, and school environments.  Students in this study were able to describe 

situations where their encounters with people other than family had some influence on their 

goals.  The mesosystem links the environments of the microsystem.  Most of the students 

described their neighborhoods as quiet places to live, and they enjoyed that environment as a 

place to return to and reflect upon their school day with family.  The exosystem examines the 

external environmental settings and community factors, such as a parent’s place of 

employment, which could affect an individual even if that person was not a direct participant.   

For these students, their understanding of their parents’ education and the desire to “get a 

head start” on their own education indicated a desire to do more than their parents.  One 

student described how his parents admitted they could not be of assistance with his 

homework; however, they would do whatever was needed to get him assistance.   

The macrosystem looks at larger cultures or systems, which could be physical, 

emotional, and ideological, that might affect individual development.  These could also 

include regional and national culture and economic and political culture.  The early college 

design emerged out of a need to ensure underrepresented and marginalized students would 

have the opportunity to earn a two-year college credential while still in high school.  The 

students in the study understood the value that credential added,  and most were setting goals 

for college and careers that would contribute to society.  Careers such as civil and electrical 

engineering, law, and even clothing design all contribute to larger cultures and systems 

within society.  Students with the goal of creating their own businesses or joining their family 
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businesses indicated a strong will to succeed and indicated that they understood the meaning 

of becoming an entrepreneur. 

Finally, the chronosystem is considered the pattern and arrangement of the 

environmental events and transitions as well as the sociohistorical context in which they 

occur.  For these rural students and administrators, a recurring theme was their using the 

early college as a “system” in which students can grow skills and make contributions to the 

lives of those around them.  Those administrators who were “returning home” stated a deep 

personal desire to return and ensure rural students had the resources and opportunities to 

learn and grow.  Students valued the ability to reach out to younger students from similar 

socio-economic backgrounds and encourage them as they had been encouraged.  For 

example, some students developed a sense of advocacy for middle school students and 

demonstrated a new level of maturity that had grown out of their early college experiences. 

Critical Race Theory (CRT) 

The use of intersectionality as a way to examine the educational experiences of rural 

African American males adds to the growing literature on the intersection of gender, class 

and race in higher education.  Viewing the data from this perspective allows me to propose 

policies that can aid administrators in designing more diverse and inclusive curricula to 

support rural student populations, especially African American males in rural environments.   

The diversity of race and gender within the support staff at both early college high 

schools offered these students a window into the diverse populations they would continue to 

encounter in college and in the workforce.  Students stated having a diverse staff helped 

them, and that they valued the other-race and same-race support from teachers and staff.  In 

one high school, the only African American male teacher spoke about being a role model for 
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the students.  He believed that the African American male students behaved differently 

because of his presence. 

Students in the study did not mention race or gender when describing their 

relationships with teachers or staff.  Neither race nor gender appeared to matter for many of 

the school leaders, and none of the students ever described a teacher by race or gender.  Each 

time a student referred to a teacher, it was by Mr. or Mrs.  These students did not use those 

types of labeling of their support staff. 

In most cases, students genuinely believed that their academic success at the early 

college was due to the “family” atmosphere created among students, staff and teachers.  Each 

student consistently used the phrase “we’re a big family” and  attributed this relationship to 

their academic success and persistence in the early college.  Students also included their 

biological family as a source of support. The whole concept of family can be attributed to the 

socialization and acceptance among diverse groups.  Regardless of the age, race, or gender, 

the study participants—both adults and students—communicated a feeling of “family” as a 

strong factor in their success in early college.  The “family environment” appears to mitigate 

the negative experiences that the traditional high school student experiences, and students in 

the early college recognized the value of the family atmosphere. 

Nodding’s Ethic of Care 

This “ethic of care” demonstrated by the adults in support of students appeared to be 

the impetus behind the academic persistence of the African American male students at the 

early colleges.  When observing the interactions between the students and the teachers during 

class sessions, it became obvious that the teachers were deeply passionate about ensuring the 

students were getting the subject matter in the classroom and beyond.  Support staff 
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described how their own personal experiences of “growing up rural,” or, in one case, 

growing up White and privileged, fostered a strong need to be an advocate for marginalized 

students. 

Faculty stated how important it was for them to support the whole student, including 

awareness of their mental well-being, nutrition and readiness to learn. For these 

administrators, student success requires attention to students as a whole person and to their 

individual and collective well-being.  Literature often points to the strength of rural social 

capital emphasizing the closeness of the community and the importance of community.  The 

adults and the students stated that the “quiet neighborhoods” and the willingness of 

instructors to go the “extra mile” to ensure students get the academic and emotional needs 

met as well as “being there” for the students were all important.  Nodding’s’ notion of 

“caring” is a value grounded in relationships.  School administrators that demonstrate this 

caring create environments where students develop their own caring, respectful, and 

responsible behavior, ensuring they have a setting conducive for learning.    

Findings for Research Question One 

Students and staff shared their stories and perspectives about factors that contributed 

to the academic success and persistence of students in the respective early college high 

schools.  This section addresses what African American males in rural early college high 

schools in North Carolina believe contribute to their academic success.   

Major Theme:  Family-like Feeling at the School   

Most of the students described their experience at the early college as being in a 

happy family.  The connection between students and teachers allowed students to develop 

rapport with and trust the teachers in the early college. The family-like feeling expressed by 
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each interviewee appeared to encourage student dedication to academics and staff 

encouragement to students.  Participants identified three major subthemes: (a) teachers caring 

about students; (b) flexibility of teachers working with students; and (c) the way teachers 

make the curriculum relatable and interesting. 

Teachers caring about students.  All the students described the relationships they 

had with teachers as a key reason for staying in the early college.  Jimmy stated that even 

when the he knew early college would get harder as he continued, he knew he would have 

support: 

I came, and I saw what the campus looked like, and I saw the teaching environment.  

How the teachers were so open with the students.  They weren’t just sitting at the 

desk making assignments, they were interacting with the students.  I sat, and I saw 

that this is a place where I want to be, where you have challenges, fund, and an 

excellent learning environment with excellent opportunities. 

Brady, the one senior participant, said that the education he received and the one-on-

one attention made a big difference for him remaining in the program.  Brady had the desire 

to get a head start on his education and the regular high school turned him off.  He explained, 

“I decided to stay because the education here and the one on one that you get from the 

teachers, and the college liaison.  Everyone is together.  They all wanted to chip in and help 

you out.  It’s like we’re all one big family versus going to the high school and not getting that 

one on one communication from your teachers.” 

JCole spoke about leadership as a reason for his success at the early college and it 

was one of the reasons he wanted to attend the school: 
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I didn’t come to the early college at first.  I heard about it and so I said maybe I 

should sign up for this.  I think this is gonna be a good leadership role they have here.  

And I so I got in the second year. I was so happy.  The first day I thought ‘Wow. I 

can’t do this.  I’m nervous, I can’t do this.’  But through time I adapted to their 

environment.  I love it.  The main thing that made me wanna come here is the 

leadership and how the people take up for me and how people in this community of 

our school help each other.  I stay in the early college because even though it’s hard, I 

have that support system.  We’re all family here. 

Kobe echoed the statements of his other peers at his early college regarding the relationships 

between the students and the teachers being a factor for their success in school.  He spoke 

about the low interaction between teachers and students at the regular high school and the 

“school family” that he has at his early college: 

Well, the teachers are always there, so you can always email them and get help.  And 

there’s a lot of students, and they’ll help you with a lot of stuff, so mostly it’s 

depending on your school family.  At the regular high school, we didn’t really have as 

much interaction with our teachers, but here, we can usually talk to them, so it’s more 

accessible to me, because I can talk to them outside of school if I’m struggling with 

something. 

Flexibility of teachers working with students.  Both early college principals agreed 

with students’ perceptions about the willingness of teachers to be flexible and caring for the 

students they serve.  The staff at both early college high schools work collaboratively to 

share information about students with each other to ensure student success.  Principal Linda 

at North East early college spoke about her staff efforts: 
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The monitoring our staff do and the personal relationships that we have with the 

students really helps the students to be successful.  If we see that they are falling 

below, we are immediately in conversation with their parents about what they have 

done, and then what supports do we need to put in place so that they can be 

successful.  That makes a huge difference when kids feel like or know that you care 

about them and you care about their success.  I feel like they work harder for you 

because they know you want them to do the best that they can do.  

Principal Hermione at Phoenix Early College said that building relationships with 

students and other intervention programs allows students to know they always have a person 

they can go to for help with anything, saying, “They have their school counselor, they have 

the college liaison, but their AVID teacher also serves as an advisor for them.  That’s another 

level of academic care and support they know they always have that person they can go to for 

help.  Navigating whatever it is they need to navigate.”  

The way teachers make the curriculum relatable and interesting.  Students 

described the way that teachers make the subjects relatable to them, which makes a 

difference in their ability to learn.  Some students stated that while the subject might be hard 

at first, the teachers engage the students using a variety of methods that help them learn 

better.  For Russell, the projects make the school better for him, sharing, “We just did one the 

other day (for Biology class).  It was an egg and it was like our own baby.  We had to take 

care of it the whole weekend and keep up with it.  We had to do a birth certificate for it, and 

everything.  We had to come up with a disorder, whether it was genetic or not.” 

Kobe described why his Civic class was his favorite subject.  He stated that he 

learned a lot about the law, amendments, and how the constitution was created.  He described 
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the class structure and said that receiving study guides before tests makes a difference.  The 

class requires students to give presentations, which have a participation grade attached to 

them.  Kyrie summed up the instruction from teachers to whom he could go for the help he 

needed, saying, “Our teachers are very helpful when it comes to their subject.  I mean, you 

shouldn’t be afraid to ask them anything.  I mean, they might put you through a lot in class, 

but it’s still helpful.” 

Students emphasized that they knew the early college rigor would be different and 

“harder” than the traditional high school, but that the work involved would prepare them for 

their college goals and they wanted to succeed.  The teachers used creative and interesting 

ways to engage the students so the learning could evolve. 

Findings for Research Question Two 

This section addresses how the micro-, meso-, macro-, exo- and chronosystems shape 

academic success for the African American males in rural early college high schools.  The 

major themes for this research question were more structure, opportunities and assistance.  

Several subthemes emerged from the interviews to support the “nested layers” of the rural 

context including (a) student desire to get a head start on college and having a career goal; 

(b) embracing diversity of staff and students; (c) early college is better than traditional high 

school; (d) having community support of the early college; (e) preparing students to advocate 

for themselves. 

Major Theme:  More Structure, Opportunities, and Assistance   

Students and teachers stated that the early college structure and the interventions that 

are designed to assist students were important factors in student success.  Students stated that 

they believed they were more mature than they used to be, and they did not get into school 
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disciplinary situations like they did in the past.  Several students believed there were fewer 

distractions at the early college and that they were safe on the campus.  A repeated theme that 

several students mentioned was that they had opportunities to grow and do well 

academically.  Chino stated that the structure and academic rigor was very helpful: 

I felt there was more opportunities and also me being who I am, it would make me 

more focused on my work instead of my social life.  I’m a real social person.  I felt 

like I was mature more here versus regular high school because I was very social.  I 

got in trouble a lot. So I felt like I’m mature more as a person because I don’t do the 

stuff that I did back then. The people and my friends help me do better.  I can’t say 

I’m anti-social, but I’m really to myself sometimes, but having the friends I have 

here, some of them I’m always with.  I’m never alone.  Early college is amazing.  [It] 

changed my life around. 

Student desire to get a head start on college and having a career goal.  All the 

students stated that a primary reasons for staying in the early college were earning the 

Associate’s degree while still in high school and having set a career goal to motivate the 

school persistence.  Kobe wants to be a lawyer, and staying in the early college is the first 

step to meeting that goal: 

I really wanted to be a lawyer, and I was trying to get a head start, and I wanted to 

finish young enough, so I could have a pretty decent career.  The teachers are always 

there, so you can email them and get help.  There’s a lot of student and they’ll help 

you with a lot of stuff, so mostly it’s depending on your school family. 
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Students who took college tours described how the experience influenced their 

decision to go to college.  Some students expressed dreams of owning their own businesses.  

JCole stated that the college tour changed it all for him: 

I’ve always had the plan where I wasn’t gonna go to college.  I was gonna go to 

college online.  Cause I don’t like the college environment but going to Barton and 

being on that campus changed it all.  I know that now I want to do business 

administration.  I want to own my own business, but I don’t what in yet.  But I just 

know that from here on when I reach that stage and I graduate, I want to go to Barton 

and I want to take business administration. 

Students affirmed that the early college was a factor in their goal setting and taking 

steps to meet that goal.  Students believed that attending the early college would help them 

get accepted into four-year universities.  Several students indicated that choosing between 

sports and academics had been hard, but knowing that sacrifice would lead to the college 

degree made the choice easier.   

Embracing diversity of staff and students.  Students and teachers stated that they 

appreciated and valued the differences in the people in the early college setting.  The varying 

teaching methods used by the instructors was mentioned by several students.  Jimmy 

described how his history teacher made the class interactive: 

My favorite teacher would have to be Mr. K my history and civics teacher.  Out of all 

the teachers, he has to be the most interactive one.  We’re both hyperactive. And we 

both like history, we both like talking about what’s going on in the world today.  But 

he’s my favorite teacher because he interacts with us the most.  He’s funny.  And 

what really got him as my favorite teacher was we made a deal that if I dressed up 
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like the Fresh Prince of Bel Air, and my other friend dressed like Carlton, he has to 

get a skin suit, and dress up like Captain Underpants, and walk around school saying 

‘tralala’ all day.  It was really cool! 

For Kyrie, being around different students and meeting different people, new freshmen and 

new sophomores, makes the setting more interesting.  He explains, “Because I’ve been here 

for what, two years now.  I came here last year and starting meeting people, different people.  

It’s diverse.  And now, we can play sports for a school district.  I’m gonna be able to do that 

next year.” 

Kobe described how the teachers’ behavior around students indicates that they are 

people who have been where the students are, and they use their own experience to make the 

classroom better.  He explains, “During class, sometimes they’ll pop jokes, or something to 

keep the positive energy.  They don’t usually fuss a lot.  It’s usually like we’re friends, more 

than just student and teachers.” 

Finally, JCole said that having multiple races represented in the teachers was a big 

plus and that made the early college special: 

The one thing I like about my teachers, they’re all not the same race.  They’re 

different people.  They come from different environments.  Some of them speak 

different languages, which I also like.  I can say that the teachers here are heartfelt.  

They have a heart and they want to care for each other and not just care for us, but 

they always make sure that they care for one another as being teachers. 

Early college is better than traditional high school.  Students were observed in 

classroom settings that were designed for more student engagement than traditional high 

school classrooms are, and that foster the development of critical thinking skills.  Students 
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understood that being in early college meant they were are step ahead of the other students in 

the traditional high school.  Earning the Associate’s degree while in early college was a 

repeated goal by all the students.  Jimmy described the extra support that he has in the early 

college: 

If I need help after school, they (teachers) help me with assignments.  They help me, 

even on my college side they help me with assignments.  And they push me to get my 

degree in art, and criminal justice.  They say the early college, they let you have 

freedom and responsibility because they trust us.  And if the stop trusting us they take 

that trust away and we lose privileges.  And they say the same thing almost happens 

in college, only you get arrested. 

Kyrie shared how sacrificing to attend the early college meant hard classes and not a 

lot of socializing with friends: 

We all made that decision to come here so you know it’s going to be bigger because 

it’s an early college.  It’s not just a regular high school, so of course I’m not gonna be 

able to see some people as often, but at the same time I’m still getting interaction with 

other people that can help me later on in life, so I feel like just being here and see how 

it all plays out. 

Having community support of the early college.  The administrative participants 

described how the community supported the early college efforts to recruit students and 

involve the students in community service projects.  There are protections that the early 

college must adhere to before adults from the community can come on the campus.  They 

must go through background checks and paperwork must be on file with the school district. 
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Students in the higher grades are encouraged to complete 40 hours of community 

service and have an internship at North East Early College.  Anne, the counselor, has seen a 

great success from both initiatives.  Seniors who have graduated from the program come 

back and share their college experiences.  According to Anne, having them come back and 

speak to the students means a great deal to the current students:  

Some of the graduates say that you may get overwhelmed here but if you can make it 

through this program, you’re gonna be okay in college.  Having the graduates say that 

versus an adult, that made it a little more real for the students.   

Anne also described how the students were reaching out to a primary school as 

mentors.  Two teachers initiated the program so that the early college students could go over 

and work with the primary students one-on-one.  The primary students arrive with their work, 

and the early college students have conversations with them during that time.  She explains 

the partnership further: 

We have students that as a freshman would never have put themselves in a volunteer 

position like that who are flourishing doing the program.  So I feel like it gives 

them…an additional purpose.  Something they’re doing that makes a difference.  It’s 

a new program.  The numbers are growing with the students that want to go over and 

help at the primary school. 

Mary, the counselor at Phoenix Early College, described how community speakers 

come to the school and inspire the students’ interest in different career fields: 

We had an engineer’s day, where the engineers came in and talked to our students.  

We use a lot of community stakeholders in the spring design challenge, getting people 

to come in.  If these students are interested in this, then that’s what they go for.  A 
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nursing home called and said we have three of your students who work with us, and 

they’re about to graduate, do you have any more students?  We’ve established that 

relationship with the nursing home because we have students interested in the medical 

field.  So that’s a good way for students to get that career experience but also connect 

with the community itself. 

Julia, a North East Early College teacher, works with students through the Farm to 

School to Healthcare grant, which allows her to collaborate with several different schools in 

the county.  The project supplements some of the produce that the students grow, and the 

students, in turn, work in the gardens of other schools, the community college, and the 

United Methodist Church.  She describes the project in more detail: 

I love this program so much.  It’s a food justice program.  When we don’t have 

enough for a popup market, we take it to the community health center and they 

distribute it to patients.  And it’s kind of cool when we can introduce people to 

something new, like we grew a lot of bok choy this fall, and that was a surprisingly 

big seller, because people tried it once and wanted more.  It’s kind of awesome.  The 

kids run the thing. 

Preparing students to advocate for themselves.  The staff at both early colleges 

stated that ensuring students know how to advocate for assistance when they need it was an 

important part of the early college support.  The teachers and administrators try to make sure 

that students ask questions that get answered.  Linda, the principal at North East, stated that 

one of their goals is the student personalization: 

We really do work hard to make sure that each student has what they need to be 

successful.  And if that is calling an outside counseling service to come in to the 
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school to talk with them, then we want to do that.  If that is staying after school to 

help with homework, then that’s what we, as a staff, try to work to do. 

Phoenix Early College principal Hermione said that teachers and student relationships 

create an environment of trust where students can go to receive support and know that 

someone will be there.  Hermione expands: 

It’s all about building the relationships.  And the AVID classes are that primary 

source for that.  They have their school counselor, they have the college liaison, but 

their AVID teacher also serves as an advisor for them.  That’s another level of 

academic care and support that they know they always have that person they can go 

to for help with anything.  Navigating whatever it is they need to navigate.  Even if 

it’s please help me figure out how to write this email, because I submitted my 

assignment to the college instructor, and it didn’t go through, and they gave me a 

zero, and how do I now ask for mercy on this? 

Teachers and administrators noted the early college students’ self-confidence, their 

resourcefulness, and their ability to adapt to the rigors of dual curriculums of high school and 

community college.  The environments in both rural early colleges were conducive to the 

students’ learning styles. 

Findings for Research Question Three 

This section describes factors that enable academic success for African American 

males in rural early college high schools in North Carolina.  An overriding theme from 

students was how the teachers treated and engaged the students.  The ethic of care was noted 

by every student, and teachers agreed that they were able to show students that their efforts in 
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class were appreciated and important.  Several subthemes were also evident, including school 

interventions, parent conversations at home, and parent support. 

Major Theme:  The Relationship between Teacher and Student   

Students were consistent in their descriptions of the relationship that they had with 

teachers in the early college.  The phrases “like family,” and “feeling like family” were stated 

by each student and administrator.  Students clearly described instances where they knew that 

teachers cared about their academic success and consistently demonstrated their caring for 

students. 

The “ethic of care” demonstrated by teachers.  Students described many instances 

of feeling cared for and supported by the teachers in the early colleges.  Situations such as 

extended time for assignments, lunch time tutoring, and phone calls from teachers when 

student was at home ill all indicated a deep concern and passion for student success among 

the teachers and the administration.  Brady, a senior at his early college, described why he 

perceived that teachers were supportive: 

Teachers, the thing I like, is that they were once in our shoes and it wasn’t too long 

ago that they were once in our shoes, so they understand that sometimes we may need 

extension or we may not be able to get the work done that day, so they’ll give us a 

brief period of extension because they understand where we’re coming from.  

For Gherbo, the classroom experience and how his teachers teach the material helped 

him learn better.  The teachers ask students if they understand a concept before moving on to 

the next one, as he explains: “They make sure that you have it before they move on to 

another topic, or anything like that.  They make it so you can take the subject and understand 
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it.  Give you examples of your everyday life and make it seem like that is what the subject is 

talking about.” 

The teachers, counselor, liaison, and principals of the two-early college high school 

spoke about their passion for student success and how it was a collaborative effort from all 

support staff.  Hermione, the principal for Phoenix Early College, described how her staff 

work together: 

So there’s not the siloism of departments.  Like at some traditional schools and so our 

teachers have conversations about student success in their meetings.  Which is very 

different from traditional setup for high school.  So any students who any teacher is 

recognizing having any kind of difficulty, they go ahead and contact the parents and 

set up a meeting for a personalized education plan.   

Linda, the principal for North East Early College, described a series of things that her 

staff does to make sure students know they care about them.  Efforts include emailing an 

instructor to design a plan to help a student bring up a grade and setting up a study group: 

The monitoring that our staff does and the personal relationship that we have with the 

students really helps the students be successful.  We see that they are falling below in 

any of their college classes, we immediately get in conversation with their parents 

about what they have done and then what supports do we need to put in place so that 

they can be successful. 

Julia teaches at the North East Early College and has seen students who just needed to 

know that the school was there for them and that no one wanted the student to fail in the 

program: 
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When students aren’t responding to whatever intervention we’ve tried one-on-one we 

have to talk to them.  Missing school work, staying after school.  We call the parent.  

We don’t call the parent for behavior issues, because we don’t have any.  None that 

are severe enough that we can’t handle in the classroom.  Our kids are pretty 

awesome. 

Anne, the school counselor, described how she and the staff responded to several 

students who were in danger of not graduating: 

It’s been a lot of one on one conversations. A lot of encouragement.  Hey, let me see 

your grades.  Where do they stand?  You’re here.  I need to see it three points higher 

by such and such date.  Do you do it?  A few days ago, the student came in and the 

grade had gone up 10 points in the past three weeks.  So it takes that one on one care.  

And that’s just what takes place with our students. 

Edwardo, the only African American male teacher participant in the study, described 

a counter-narrative about the rigor that African American males expect when in high school.  

He also described the diversity of the rural area and how that also made the students more 

aware of themselves: 

Contrary to what some people think, African American males do like a challenge.  

One of the keys to success is smaller classes and the rigor.  Not only for males, 

African American females like to have a challenge as well.  It’s a place that they can 

actually succeed because they are challenged.  And it’s a safe place. You’re not trying 

to show off for your friends.  So the safe environment, the structure, but also the 

being able to advocate for themselves.  When I say safe, it’s that they can be who 

they are and not be judged by people.  The diversity of this school is a good thing.  



144 

 

We have a lot of Hispanic, African Americans, and Asian Americans.  I don’t think 

you will find that in the rural area like you would in urban areas.  

Finally, Carey, the social studies teacher and the AVID coordinator at the Phoenix 

Early College, stated that students can tell when teachers are real and supportive.  She says, 

“I think the kids know we are here.  They see how we treat one another as adults; therefore, 

they know they can go to Ms. Davis or Ms. Dean.  It’s the culture that you build.  We tell the 

kids ‘you might not be on so and so’s roster, but they’re your teacher’.  They trust us.” 

School intervention programs (AVID, Pyramid of Intervention).  Learning about 

the AVID program and hearing the difference that it made for students and teachers and for 

parents was enlightening.  For the Phoenix Early College, AVID Family nights introduced 

parents to what students were doing at a time that they could come after work and hear about 

their students’ progress.  It is a community effort, according to Mary, the counselor at 

Phoenix: 

Their grades are the best example of success.  I think that we teach in AVID 9 to 

advocate.  Sometimes advocating is not easy.  That’s why we have the AVID 

program and that’s our job as AVID teachers to build those relationships.  We have to 

show and model that for our students every day.   

Mary, the counselor at Phoenix, said that small class sizes and supportive teachers 

make a big difference.  Having access to reliable internet service was also a big part of 

student success.  The technology department got a grant for MiFi so that any student that did 

not have internet at their home could sign up for MiFi to use for free internet service.   

Kay, the college liaison at Phoenix Early College, said the AVID teachers did checks 

throughout the school year to make sure student questions or concerns about registration, 
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requirements for course completion, or required courses for high school and for college 

were addressed:   

We’ll go in and do information sessions several times during the semester.  We go at 

the beginning, the middle and then we go closer towards the end of the semester.  We 

do individual conferences with all our students and our parents that are in grades 10 

through 13.  The parents are the for moral support and they get to know what’s going 

on with their student. 

Principal Hermione said the seeing the students develop the ability to advocate for 

themselves through the work they have done through AVID was most rewarding for her and 

the teachers.  She gives an example: 

Like the 9th grade AVID classes read The Seven Habits of Highly Effective Teens and 

did some study around those skills integrated with the AVID skills.  When I see them 

in Tutorology, and I see them in a study group, or when they are leading seminars 

with community members, it’s just incredible. 

The pyramid of intervention at North East was put in place to assist students who are 

struggling.  The principal, counselor, and college liaison work hard during the first semester 

to identify students who are having trouble academically.  They work to help students by 

reducing the course load on the college side and having the student attend a workshop.  All 

these efforts are in place to help the student pull up their GPA.  The student has to check in 

with the advisor, the counselor, and the college liaison.  Simone, the college liaison, said the 

pyramid of intervention helps many students: 

Because sometimes students get overwhelmed.  You think about it, the setting is 

different from a traditional school because they’re able to wander freely on the 
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campus.  No one is there to make sure that they go to their college classes.  That’s a 

trust issue.  I’m trusting you to be in class on time and to stay all the time.  After we 

see they’re not successful that second semester, then we have to come to the table 

with the parents and say this might not be the best fit.  We just don’t remove students 

from the setting, because we want them to be successful and we want them to 

graduate at least with a certificate.  No child should leave here without a certificate. 

Conversations at home with parents and parent support.  Each student in the study 

commented on parental support as a key factor in staying in the early college and setting 

goals for college completion or a career aspiration.  Each student, whether in a two-parent 

home or single-parent home, stated that having home support was important to him in 

reaching his goals.  Another important part of this theme is it that level of support did not 

depend on whether the parents had college education or not.  Each household valued the 

importance of attending and completing the early college, according to the students. Jimmy 

stated that having daily conversations with his parents was important to him:   

There’s not a day goes by where they don’t ask about my school day.  Even on a 

Saturday.  My parents are very concerned with how I’m doing in school. They only 

want the best for me, especially my mom.  She doesn’t want me to leave.  That’s why 

she was a little afraid of me going to the college, mostly because I talked about want 

to go NC State.  And there’s an art program in San Francisco.  I have an aunt who 

lives there. So I said I could live with her.  That scares mom.   Dad is about to retire, 

but he asks me how’s my day going and how my grades are doing.  He says active 

with me a lot.  If my grades aren’t looking right then I can’t go to the gym and work 

out or I can’t go play basketball.  I got to get my grades right first. 
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Gherbo decided to enroll in the early college at the urging of his mom.  Both his 

parents ask about his school day: “They ask me ‘How’s your day been? Are you staying on 

top of your work?  How do your grades look?’  They try to do as much as they can.” 

Stephan said he had busy parents and they were not always home when he got in from 

school, but when they got home from work, they discussed school, describing, “Sometimes, 

they will go and ask if they are there.  Most of the time they come home, cook, get ready to 

eat, and make sure we are prepared for the next day.  The make sure my school work is 

done, and my grades are looking good.” 

Russell said that going home and reflecting on his school day with his family was one 

of the reasons why he stayed at the early college: “Just going home and just reflecting on 

what happened during the day.  I think that really helps with me and my family.  Just talking 

about everything when we get home.  We just all stop in the living room, and just site down, 

and just start talking about the day.”  Brady said that getting home and talking with his 

parents about school was helpful.  He also discussed school with his sister who was also at 

the early college: “As soon as I get home and my parents get home, they immediately ask 

me, ‘how was your day’ Did you learn anything new?  What did you eat?’  My sister she has 

her high GPA, and I got mine, and we just kind of try to get the best together.” Kyrie also 

stated that his family was one of his success factors.  He said that being in the early college 

was a family decision and that having his parents provide that extra push to succeed was 

important: 

Because my family pushes me to do the best that I can do.  Just the drive that I have 

for myself and wanting to explore my education and keep developing my education is 
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special for me.  Every day my parents are real involved in school and asking us how 

school has been and they keep checking on the grades and things like that. 

Chino said as soon as he walked in the door of his home, the questions about his 

school day begin: “They ask what did you do? Did you go to class?  Did you get into trouble 

today?  They know I like to have fun!” 

Kobe lived in a single parent home; however, both of his parents were very involved 

in his education and provided emotional support: 

She usually asks when I get home.  I don’t live with my dad.  She’ll ask what I 

learned today, or what did I find interesting.  She knows that I want to be a lawyer, so 

she’ll ask me what class do I want to take, or have I seen any classes that caught my 

eye.  Mostly my dad he’ll text me and ask how I’m doing in school and I’ll see him 

on the weekends. 

JCole had a blended family with stepparents.  He said that both households were 

engaged with him and supportive of his school goals, explaining, “Well, for me at my house, 

it’s crazy, but I have like two homes I go to.  I bounce back and forth between my mom’s 

house and my other house.  When I’m at my mom’s I tell her it’s been a great day.” 

Each student described conversations that indicated support from daily parental 

involvement, including their interest in what the school day entailed and reading progress 

reports. 

Findings for Research Question Four 

This section addresses the factors that hinder academic success for the African 

American male in rural early college high schools in North Carolina.  Most students stated 

that they were on track to complete early college.  None of them stated specific barriers to 
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graduation.  The major theme that addressed barriers to persistence appeared to be students’ 

loss of interest in school due to other distractions and personal attitudes.  Subthemes that 

emerged included having health issues and losing interest in their stated career goal.  

Administrators mentioned the enrollment growth as a barrier, as it could affect student 

completion and motivation since the staff’s ability to provide the one-on-one student support 

may be impacted.  Teachers and principals stated with no increase in staffing to support 

increased student enrollments combined with reduced program funding, their ability to offer 

personalized student support efforts would be diminished. 

Major Theme:  Student Loss of Interest due to Distractions and Attitude   

Students mentioned that one barrier to completing early college was peer distractions 

during class which tended to break concentration; having a bad attitude was another barrier.  

For example,  JCole stated that in the classroom it was easy to lose concentration when other 

students were talking to him or “at” him: 

I’m very easily distracted I will say that.  You could say something and you could 

phase it however you say, “What did you say?” and so I think people saying goofy 

stuff or when people are playing or something like that.  I mean I’m very easily 

distracted by stuff, it can be anything.  But I mean if you’re going to be distracted you 

also have to know that it’s time to do work, it’s time to focus.  This is your life and so 

you only have two more years that you have to do good now. 

 Kobe was very quick to respond to the question asking what would prevent his 

graduating from the early college, but he also seemed determined not to leave the school.  

Kobe explains, “Well, if I lose interest in being a lawyer, then I might have to start all over.  

So, I might just keep going, and I might end up just stop taking classes here, and I’ll and find 
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something else to do, like starting over with my college degree.  Since we’re here, we don’t 

really go back, we just pick up.” 

 Chino said his actions might interrupt his last two years at the early college.  I asked 

for more explanation, and he clarified: “My actions.  I feel like I kind of pick the wrong time 

to be playful.  My friends help me stay because they always tell me you need to get your 

work done.  Stop playing.”   Russell admitted that he could end his early college enrollment 

because of his personal attitude.  I asked for an example, and he said, “I guess people say I’m 

short tempered, but I don’t think so, though.  I’m just not a pushover, that’s all it is.  I don’t 

like small stuff.”  

Student health issues.  Several students confided that they had health concerns that, 

on occasion, would prevent them from being on the campus or having the energy to complete 

assignments. Stephan described being mentally overwhelmed as a reason he might not 

graduate: “I would say too much work at once then I start to crash.  My energy drops.  

Basically, energy wise and I start slacking off.  That will really prevent me from finishing.”  

Jimmy was clear about how epilepsy affects him and how he has to be careful not to allow an 

episode to derail his future plans: 

I try to limit those things as much as possible, but one thing that really caught me off 

guard is my colonic epilepsy.  The medicine slows me down.  I like to stay up and 

work, but the epilepsy just puts me to sleep.  My doctor says I have to take the 

medicine if I want to drive.  I try not to let it get me too much, but my epilepsy can 

basically be upgraded, and it’s life threatening.  And so I take that medicine to keep 

my mom from worrying.  But I know there were a couple times when I was young as 

to where I didn’t take it, and I had a seizure.  One kept me from going to a basketball 
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game, and the other one, well I just missed the bus.  And so I try not to let that slow 

me down because that seems like that’s an excuse to me, and I don’t want to use that 

as an excuse. 

Another student expressed frustration with proposed revisions to the school schedule 

as a potential barrier to his success.  Kyrie stated that once he adapted to the early start of the 

school day, he was fine, but there were discussions that indicated the school district might 

change the hours of the early college to a later start: 

They’re taking the time now to 9:30 start and we get out at 4:30.  So I know I usually 

have time in the morning to do some work.  Or if I get up early I can do some work 

here and then I can do some at lunch or whatever.  But I think time would probably 

be a big impact on me because we got used to starting at 10:30 and end at 5:00 

schedule. 

Increased student enrollments.  At North East Early College, a small school 

enrollment has made the difference in way the school serves the rural community.  As a 

counselor in a rural area, Anne described how demanding the job had become:   

I came from a school where we had at one time 500 students, and I was one counselor 

for eight years.  It’s easy to feel like you don’t make a difference.  Even here, we’re a 

smaller population but we’re growing.  We’re growing from 140 plus to over 200 

next year or right at 200.  We still want to continue giving that individualized 

instruction and that individualized help and to know our students.  So that’s going to 

be a struggle that we have to keep those relationships (with students), to keep it as 

individualized, and then the relationships built as we continue to grow. 
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 When asked if the school would be able to increase staff by adding another counselor 

or liaison, Anne responded that no additional staff would be added, explaining, “We’ve been 

told…I believe that based off the numbers and everything, we’re at what is agreed upon by 

the state.  So we have to be very creative with scheduling.  The schedule is a lot more 

difficult because we’re combining two different master schedules, community college and 

the early college.”  

Lack of program funding and staff increase.  Principals at both early college high 

schools spoke about the impact of funding on their program.  Some of the funding is ear-

marked for specific items, and the budget has to be monitored closely to ensure essential 

items for students are procured.  North East principal Linda spoke about her concerns: 

So part of our program, and we’ve been very lucky, we loss Golden LEAF funding, 

cause they only provide it for so long. All of our students are provided with a laptop.  

This year they received Chromebooks.  And they are also provided with all of their 

college textbooks that re needed for any college classes.  We hope that continues, but 

part of that is our funding that comes from the state. We have 60% of our funding that 

goes directly to college textbooks.  That is a barrier because then I cannot use that 

funding for other academic resources that may be needed for our students.  Normally 

about 60% of our budget is spent on textbooks, so if there is any money left after the 

second semester, then we can move that funding around.  

Linda went on to describe a situation where she had some extra money in the budget and how 

she used it to help students:  

This year I was actually had a little bit of extra money. I was able to buy microscopes 

for my science teacher who had never had any before.  My teachers work really hard 
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to provide students with labs.  When I was in school here at the tradition high school 

we very rarely did a lab.  My teachers are trying to have students have hand on 

experiences frequently, as much as they can with our limited resources.  

Another way funding affected Linda’s students was the loss of being able to go and see four-

year universities:  

Part of the original model was that students would be able to go and see four-year 

universities, because that’s our goal, or our hope that you know, they get access to 

college, at a community college level.  Well because our funding has been cut, this 

year all my students have had to pay to go on any college road trip, and it can be quite 

expensive.  We try to do monthly college road trips for the students, getting them 

familiar with the different schools across the state.  So that can be a real hindrance for 

students that live in a low socioeconomic area, you know, not being able to pay to go 

on a college road trip.  So additional funding for field trips and supplies, like I was 

saying with my teachers that never had microscopes before.  So things like that, that 

we don’t necessarily always have the budget for, because so much of our budget goes 

to college textbooks. 

An illustration of the multiple influences on the academic successes of the student 

participants is presented in Figure 2.  Each image represents a theme that students identified 

during the interview process.   
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Figure 2. Early College High School Student Perspective of Influences 

 

 

Chapter Summary  

The use of an embedded case study design sought to uncover and examine the 

contextual factors that illustrated how rural minority males experience early college and how 

the support networks around them in the school, their homes, and community influence their 

academic persistence and educational resilience.  The perspectives of early college high 

principals, counselors, liaisons and teachers were included to extend the story of rural 

education and the role of support networks.   

Themes focused on how the student relationships between teachers and their parents 

influenced students' persistence and resilience in rural NC early college high schools. The 

remaining themes explained how students co-constructed their meaning of academic success, 

engaged in activities inside and outside the classroom that influenced academic persistence, 
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adapted to teaching styles within the classroom, participated in school intervention programs 

like AVID, explored their identity development by volunteering at middle schools, and 

increased their ability to work collaboratively with other students in class or on community 

service projects.  Administrative staff expressed their desires to advocate for and provide for 

marginalized students; in addition, “native” faculty wanted to return home to help rural 

students grow up.  Community support systems in the form of the community garden, 

etiquette events, college speakers, parent nights, community service hours, and college tour 

trips extended the influence of the early college on student success by increasing students’ 

experiences of students within and outside their rural community. 
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CHAPTER 5: SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLEMENTATIONS, AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

The purpose of this case study was to explore the academic persistence of African 

American males enrolled in rural early college high schools in North Carolina.  This study 

allowed the researcher to gain an understanding of the factors that contributed the academic 

persistence and success of the student participants and to understand the importance of their 

support network that consisted of their parents, the early college principal, counselor, college 

liaison, and teachers.  This study describes the experiences of the students and of the support 

network as well as the impact of these experiences on the academic persistence of rural 

students in completing their early college program.  The research questions guiding this study 

were:   

1. What do African American males in rural early college high schools in North 

Carolina believe contribute to their academic success? 

2. How do the micro-, meso-, macro-, exo- and chronosystems shape academic 

success for the African American male in rural early college high schools in 

North Carolina (personal and social influences)? 

3. What factors enable academic success for the African American male in rural 

early college high schools in North Carolina (ethic of care and critical 

incidences)? 

4. What factors hinder academic success for the African American male in rural 

early college high schools in North Carolina (persistence and support systems)? 

This chapter contains four sections.  The first section provides a summary of the 

study.  The second section presents key findings and conclusions, drawing on the theoretical 



157 

 

frameworks of Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Systems Theory and the intersectionality of 

race and gender from Critical Race Theory. The third section discusses implications for 

theory and practice, specifically for program design for audiences that might benefit from 

this research.  The fourth section suggests recommendations for future research.  

Summary of the Study  

This qualitative narrative case study was conducted at two rural early college high 

schools in North Carolina and involved students and administrative staff.  A total of nine 

students participated in the study.  There were four essential criteria for student participant 

selection: race (participant was African American); gender (participant was male); 

enrollment (participants was enrolled in a community college early college high school in a 

rural setting); and experience (participant had complete two semesters with a  minimum of 

six credit hours).  

 There were nine administrative staff participants across the two study sites 

representing the principal leadership, teachers, college liaison, and high school counselor. 

Staff participants in this study were selected based upon criteria established per the support 

systems under study.  There were two essential criteria for high school administration 

selection: experience working in the rural early college high school for three years or more 

and a position in the early college high school as the principal, counselor or liaison, or 

teacher.  

Findings from this study highlighted the importance supportive relationships between 

the students and the teachers.  These relationships were based on trust and mutual respect 

(demonstrating an ethic of care); social identity and class; and the influence of interventions 

from parents and teachers.  These themes have the potential to guide policymakers, 
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practitioners, and early college high school administrators in the design of academic models 

for rural minority student populations.  Researchers who wish to explore similar models in 

other minority groups such Hispanic populations would benefit from student and 

administration perspectives for the model design.  

During the one-on-one interviews, student participants articulated clearly the value of 

their relationships with both the early college teachers and the home (family) support in the 

form of daily conversations about school courses and their goals after completing early 

college.  Students described the “family-like” relationships they had with various teachers 

and how the “happy family” environment encouraged them and pushed them to do better 

academically.  In each student interview, there was clearly a feeling of respect and trust by 

the students for the teachers. 

The ages of the students ranged for 15 to 17 years of age, and their GPA in each case 

was 3.0 or higher.  Many student participants indicated they were on track to complete the 

early college and enter a university or college as an advanced Sophomore or Junior.  Only 

one student indicated that he wasn’t sure if college would be his next step.  This student 

spoke about remaining in the geographical area and working in the family business. 

Administrators who participated in the study ranged in age from 34 to 56 years of age, and all 

of them held an advanced degree in their area of expertise.  Most of the teachers had well 

over 10 years of classroom experience and had no plans to retire.  Several teachers described 

their journey into education as one filled with passion and a need to advocate for rural 

students because they knew what it was like to grow up in rural settings and attend schools 

with limited resources.  One teacher who did not grow up rural believed she heard a calling 

to help marginalized students because she (a White woman) had been privileged in her life 
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and expressed that she needed to give back to those who were not as fortunate as she had 

been. 

Conclusions 

Various data revealed findings related to the four guiding research questions.  The 

next section reviews the development of those findings as revealed by the participants and 

describes the experiences and relationships that they attributed to African American male 

student academic persistence.   The study revealed three overall conclusions:  1) Family-like 

relationships between students and staff demonstrated how the ethic of care “cemented” the 

students’ desire to persist academically and achieve personal success; 2) Family support and 

school intervention programs allowed students to grow and demonstrate critical thinking 

skills, self-efficacy, and self-advocacy; and 3) Symbiotic interactions between other-race 

teachers, staff and students allowed rural African American male students to embrace their 

personal identities through a diverse social lens and to view themselves as participants in the 

world around them by academic goal setting and community involvement. 

Conclusion One 

Family-like relationships between the students and staff demonstrated how the 

ethic of care “cemented” the students desire to persist academically and achieve 

personal success.  In the literature, Noddings’ research on the ethic of care suggests that 

caring in schools is vital for developing caring, respectful and responsible students, and 

creates an atmosphere conducive to learning.  When schools are thought to be caring 

communities, achievement is enhanced and students learn to internalize the values of caring 

for themselves, their classmates, their teachers, their school, and their community (Thurston 

& Berkley, 2010).   
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Each student participant described how the “family like” and “happy family” feeling 

between himself and his teachers was a key factor for his remaining in the early college and 

working hard to complete the program successfully.  Students described how the personal 

efforts of the teachers, including their willingness to stay after school and their sacrifices 

during lunch and planning periods demonstrated to the student how important they were to 

them and how willing the teachers are to help them get support and help in their school 

subjects.  Students stated that those teachers who were helpful were also “real” with them 

and pushed them when it appeared that they might be losing focus or momentum.  One 

student with a medical condition described how his teachers called him at home and made 

sure he was on top assignments during a hospitalization.   

The literature also speaks to the importance of teachers knowing their students.  

Faculty must understand their role in the teaching and learning process for rural student 

populations.  The importance of rural teachers’ perceptions of their students’ motivation 

drives their efforts to motivate where they focus their energies and concerns (Hardré, 2012).  

When teachers can identify the causes of students’ lack of motivation, they can demonstrate a 

range of effective motivating strategies that fit their students’ needs and context. 

Teaching and learning strategies along with interventions by rural educators are the 

hallmarks for reinforcing student-teacher relationships.  Teachers and students who take the 

time and genuinely connect can create synergy in the classroom that propels students towards 

academic dexterity and confidence.  Students in the study proudly stated their GPAs to me 

when asked.  None were below 3.0, and several were above 3.2 overall.  Students were 

complimentary of the teachers who were willing to make the classroom “fun” yet serious.  

The relationships between these students and their teachers and staff illustrated that the early 
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colleges engage in a truly student-centered model.  This student-focused model supports the 

diverse set of student experiences, skills, and knowledge that put them on the path to 

academic persistence and success.  The article by Hardre, Sullivan and Crowsen (2009) 

supports this finding with their statement on the way teachers and administrators use their 

influence along with the connection of rural youth and the community to help them shape 

appropriate goals and aspirations.   

Conclusion Two 

Family support and school intervention programs allowed students to grow and 

demonstrate critical thinking skills, self-efficacy and self-advocacy.  Family support 

allowed students to have conversations about their academic accomplishments and their 

goals that reinforce student success.  Students reiterated the value of conversations within the 

home and discussed how they share their school experiences with parents and siblings; this 

communication was an important part of their academic success and persistence in the early 

college program.  In several students’ descriptions, there was a non-family mentor who also 

provided an avenue for discussions about early college and career goals. 

Increasing the body of rural education research requires an agenda with a concerted 

effort to commit resources needed to investigate these issues in rural education (Arnold, 

Newman, Gaddy & Dean, 2005).  Arnold et al. suggest that academically-talented rural youth 

often are encouraged by their parents and teachers to stay in school, go to college, and move 

to the city to find higher paying jobs.  Schools could boost student achievement by 

encouraging parents and other community members to recognize the potential of higher 

aspirations and expectations from students.  The current research study’s findings can help 

increase information about rural parental support and interventions that help students. 
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Rural students in this study described how conversations at home allowed them to 

receive reinforcement about their decision to leave traditional high school and focus on 

academics and earn the two years of college.  Students described a feeling of safety attending 

the early college and being able to focus on school work rather than being near distractions 

that are often at the traditional high school.  Arnold, Newman, Gaddy and Dean (2005) 

support the idea that rural students who are encouraged by their parents and teachers to stay 

in school, go to college, and move to the city to find higher paying jobs. 

Student success programs like AVID and the Pyramid of Intervention that the early 

colleges implemented allowed at-risk students to improve their grades and remain in the 

early college.  Principals at both schools recognized the value of sending staff to “be trained” 

and then have those staff train other teachers in AVID.  The teachers, counselors, and liaisons 

commented on their commitment to individualized counseling and advisement for students as 

ways to ensure no student falls through the cracks at their school.   

The staff voiced concerns over increasing school enrollments that could challenge 

their abilities to provide the same individualized care that the smaller school enrollment 

allowed.  Principals described their challenges with funding cuts and how their relationships 

with the community colleges and the community bridged the gap with some student 

programs and events.  Providing students with Chromebooks and free WiFi at their homes 

gave students access to suitable technology beyond the school setting and inspired students to 

advocate for access to these resources even beyond the academic year. 

Students at both early colleges were often able to meet their community service goals 

and extend their personal experiences due to the strong efforts of their parents, the 

community colleges, and themselves by embracing program interventions. 
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Conclusion Three 

“Symbiotic” interactions between other-race teachers, staff and students allowed 

rural African American males students to embrace their personal identities through a 

diverse social lens, and to view themselves as participants in the world around them by 

academic goal setting and community involvement.  One-on-one interviews with students 

revealed that there was never a description of a “favorite” teacher as either Black or White.  

Students did not point to race as a defining feature of the relationships with their teachers.  

Students described situations where teachers were “in their business” as a means of pushing 

and encouraging them to perform academically and focus on the goal of earning their degrees 

from the early college. 

Empirical studies have found that Black parents (and the parents of a broad range of 

racial-ethnic groups in general) prepare their youth for positive and negative race and 

culture-related experiences transacted outside as well as within their racial-ethnic community 

(Wijeysighe & Jackson, 2012).  Wijeysighe and Jackson also explain that Black youth need 

to be able to achieve success within the mainstream.  These students develop identity 

flexibility to take advantage of and perform well within mainstream institutions that are 

heavily populated by Whites. 

Each student in this study appeared confident, articulate, and focused on the goal of 

completing early college and graduating from a college or university prepared to start a 

career that would be meaningful to society.  The nine students in this study were able to 

protect their individual identities while working alongside other races and create 

relationships that proved beneficial academically and socially. Rural communities are often 

recognized for their high social capital.  Everyone knows everyone.  This bridging that 
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students did led to close friendships with persons who are not Black (Wijeysighe & Jackson, 

2012, p. 198).  Platonic relationships with persons from another race benefited the nine 

students and ultimately will be part of their abilities and personal skills as they move towards 

the university setting.  

Implications for Theory and Practice 

The findings of this study offer numerous implications for both theory and practice 

from important voices not often represented in the literature: rural African American males 

and their administrative staff in early college high schools.  From a theoretical perspective, 

this research adds to the body of knowledge around rural education studies using the 

frameworks of Critical Race Theory and Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Systems Theory.  

For praxis, this study provides acumen to a variety of audiences including secondary 

educators and college administrators, student support service personnel, higher education 

faculty and staff, community partners, parents and students.  For rural educators, this study 

confirms what many of them already know:  rural social capital has an influence on the 

success of their students. 

With an age range that spanned more than four decades, from 15 to 56, each 

participant brought a unique background, life experiences, and goals that impacted the ways 

in which they chose to engage with the early college high school.  Creating a sense of 

connection amongst this marginalized population, united by the rural context, is a challenge 

not addressed in traditional program planning literature. 

Implications for Theory 

Critical Race Theory.  Drawing on the tenets of intersectionality within Critical 

Race Theory, one of the two theoretical frameworks for this research study, I anticipated 
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hearing and seeing distinctive elements of race and gender differences noted at both the 

institutional and individual levels of this study.  However, study participants spoke at length 

about the existence of a “family-like” environment where trust and respect dominated 

established relationships between students and teachers and staff.  Participants shared several 

narratives describing interactions with teachers and staff that reflected positive and nurturing 

attitudes towards African American males.  I also expected to hear a desire by students for 

mentoring from adults within the community from people who looked like them. However, 

there were only limited descriptions from students regarding non-family mentors and their 

desire for mentors.  It appeared that the teacher-student relationships filled that void.  

Additional CRT tenets included the utilization of counter narratives to examine cultural 

stereotypes and to define the anti-deficit model for African American males in secondary and 

higher education studies. 

Implications for Critical Race Theory are numerous.  Examining seemingly race-

neutral policies and practices for their potential impact on students of color is one of the 

responsibilities staff undertook using the “ethic of care” to encourage and push all rural 

students to achieve academic and personal success.  The addition of cultural competence 

training and its influence on curriculum design for high school and community college 

students should be considered.  The implication suggests the increased inclusion of ways to 

understand how African American males experience early college and community college 

courses is valueable to assist with closing the educational completion gaps for these students.  

The study sites demonstrated the value of teacher mentoring to students by increased 

tutoring, training students on self-advocacy and using the community and community college 

to fill the gaps when funding shortages did not allow for additional educational resources.  
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Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Systems Theory.  A second theoretical implication 

of this study is that early college high school students’ academic concerns, social concerns, 

and external and internal events all play important roles in these students’ experiences. At 

times, these influences can be fluid and intertwined with each other in shaping the 

persistence of these students.  This implication is also in line with Bronfenbrenner’s 

Bioecological Systems Theory, which stresses that students’ experiences during their 

developmental years are not stagnant, but fluid, shaped by personal, social, and 

environmental factors that may influence their persistence and achievements. 

Students were engaged inside and outside the school.  The community service hours 

requirement by school administrations guaranteed student involvement in the community.  

These service hours allowed personal and social growth for the students and allowed the 

community to be involved in meeting and supporting its future workforce members.  This 

connection between students and their community yielded positive responses from the 

students in the form of a desire to mentor at a local elementary school, and a call for more 

early college student volunteers at the local nursing home. 

Implications for Practice 

College administrators, student support service personnel, higher education faculty 

and staff, community partners, and students can glean implications for practice from this 

study’s findings.  If the data at a rural early college high school indicate that African 

American males and/or overall male persistence, performance, and goal attainment lag 

behind those of their counterparts, fostering of a “family-like” environment based on trusting 

and respectful Platonic relationships, and the implementation of formal intervention 

programs like AVID are important steps to addressing those challenges.  The establishment 
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of robust, multi-faceted programs that reflect and address the diverse backgrounds of the 

rural African American male population can serve those dedicated staff who support and 

manage programming on a consistent basis.   

High school principals need to encourage early alert programs that include all support 

staff within the early college.  Having the collective efforts of the high school counselor and 

the liaison working alongside parents and students sets an immediate tone of collective 

support for the student.  The “village” approach can ensure that all possible resources are 

available to the student from home to the institution to the community. 

There must also be advocacy for program and services funding.  Having adequate 

support staff, along with access to additional funding to pay for library books, AVID training 

coordinators, and other programmatic elements are also important if the rural early college 

high schools are to be scaled to serve a larger audience and maintain their effectiveness. 

Although grant funding might be sought to initially start such a program, building 

community support (through donations and professional mentors) will be an integral aspect 

of the long-term survival of rural early college high schools since community colleges are 

routinely lacking student support services funding. Indeed, significant funding for early 

college high schools is an exemplary practice that enables the schools to have transformative 

influence and creating bridging opportunities for students.  

This study is relevant and important because of the limited research addressing the 

lack of persistence from African American males in rural high schools. The findings from 

this study offer several implications for theory and practice regarding support models and 

interventions that engage rural students.  From a theoretical perspective, this study has 

implications for the literature on early college high schools in rural areas and community 
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college involvement and support programs.  From a practical perspective, there are 

implications for early college high school and cooperative innovative high school 

administrators, faculty, and staff regarding the needs of minority male students. 

To date, little research has been conducted on the persistence of rural early college 

high schools or African American male students attending these programs.  To the 

researcher’s knowledge, this study is one of the first to explore the experiences of academic 

persistence of African American males attending rural early college high schools in North 

Carolina, and one of the first to do so drawing on the tenets of both Bronfenbrenner’s 

Bioecological Systems Theory and Critical Race Theory with an emphasis on the intersection 

of race and gender.   

Implications for parents include the continued encouragement to students in the early 

college.  Daily conversations regarding school activity and classroom engagement allow the 

family to be involved in the learning process and the development of future goals.  Students 

share their experiences and parents learn more about the student who is evolving and 

preparing for higher education and, ultimately, a career and family of his own. 

For early college principals, teachers, counselors, and liaisons, the implications are 

present for continued partnering and advocacy for student intervention programs, and 

innovative classroom curricula that respect student diversity and the rural social capital.  By 

engaging students using group projects and fostering community involvement through 

internships and community projects, students learn the value of their local resources and how 

to use those experiences to set career goals.  Using community resources for rural students 

also allows them to value their environment and identify ways they can give back through 

volunteering and reaching back to younger students. 
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Community college presidents must ensure that the relationship between the early 

college high school and the community college is visible, clear and consistent.  Early college 

high school students must know that the community college is available to them for resources 

such as extra-curricular events, clubs and courses.  Presidents can create experiences that 

high school students might not otherwise have including formal dinners, scholarship 

interviews and meetings with college advisors regarding courses and career goals.  Another 

way that community college presidents can be influential is by increasing the transfer success 

of early college students to four-year colleges and universities.  Ensuring that student 

transcripts and other documents are complete and accurate will increase graduation rates and 

increase wages for students after graduation. 

Implications for program designers and policy makers include maintaining the 

personalized instruction and advising that early colleges offer.  Small school sizes allow 

administrators and teachers to “know their students” and provide necessary support such as 

nutrition, wellness, and transportation.  A holistic whole student approach allows an 

environment where students feel safe, supported and encouraged.  The results of this caring 

setting are students who persistence in their educational goals and become contributing 

citizens. 

Recommendations for Future Research  

Unlike other empirical research about urban African American males in high school 

programs, this study did not focus on the deficit data that describe minority students who 

need better programs to navigate their educational journeys.  This study explored students 

matriculating in a rural context in programs that were created and designed to assist 
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underrepresented and marginalized students become better prepared to enter institutions of 

higher learning.  

Additionally, this research focused on one identity–that of being a rural African 

American male.  Even that identity has two distinct aspects: one cultural, the other gender-

based, which were not explored uniquely, in some ways because they are so intertwined.  

This study ignored the reality that student participants all have multiple identities that may at 

various points in time have a greater or lesser impact on their overall educational 

journeys.   However, other significant identities such as being Southern and of low 

socioeconomic class, or sexual orientation or disability status (physical or mental) may be 

other dimensions by which this information could be analyzed to develop findings that are 

richer and provide additional insight regarding the educational journeys of African American 

males in early college high schools. 

Another direction for future research should be to replicate this study at other early 

college high schools to see the role that the ethic of care and intervention programs like 

AVID have on participants’ overall experiences. Yet another direction for additional research 

would be to compare the educational experiences of all rural early college high school 

participants to those of their urban counterparts without intervention programs and see what 

differences and similarities emerge amongst those populations. 

Under the banner of cultural competence, another area that needs exploration is the 

impact of faculty perceptions of African American males based upon their backgrounds of 

either growing up urban, metropolitan, or rural.  Future research is needed from qualitative 

and quantitative perspectives on rural students, including females and Hispanic students in 

other geographic areas. This information would be valuable because the experiences of other 
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groups of rural minorities may differ from those in this study.  Qualitative studies with a 

greater number of participants and/or a more randomized selection process could be initiated 

to gather more information about how this topic can inform the field of minority student 

persistence in early college high schools, especially in rural regions across the country. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented three major conclusions based on the findings identified in 

Chapter 5.  This study revealed that African American male students of all ages found that 

the relationships they foster with their teachers at the early college provide the most tangible 

support for their academic success and persistence.  Additionally, having intervention 

programs and family support that ease the transition from traditional high school to a more 

academically-focused educational structure are key influences on success.  Finally, the 

symbiotic intersection of race and gender between African American males and their other-

race support system provides them experiences that will allow them to continue to advocate 

for themselves in spaces with multiple races once they leave the early college environment.  

The navigation of the educational structure of these early college high schools has set the 

pathway for these nine students despite the possibility that once they go to larger and more 

urban colleges and universities, they may experience racism.  

Participants were asked to share their overall thoughts about the early college high 

school experience with me at the end of each interview. Responses from students were 

summed up by one participant who expressed the sentiment that the early college “changed 

[his] life.”  For the administrators, especially teachers and principals, their biggest reward is 

watching their students “grow” from immature 9th graders to students who are now critical 

thinkers and able to advocate for resources they needed to be successful.  Several teachers 
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stated that they are proud to be part of the lives of the students and know that they make a 

positive difference in their lives, despite the rural context and limited resources.  

Their responses reflect the uniqueness that each of them brings to the rural early 

college high school.  The common theme uniting all the remarks brings this study full 

circle—the “family-like” experience for them was fulfilling and they were glad to have been 

a part of it. 
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Appendix A:  Letter of Invitation for Site Use to the District Superintendent 

Joyce Valentine 

1234 XXXXX XXXXXX 

XXXXXXXXXX, NC 123456 

  

First Name, Last Name, Superintendent 

Street Address  

City, State Zip Code  

   

Dear Sir or Madam:  

My name is Joyce Valentine.  I am a doctoral candidate at North Carolina State 

University College of Education. I have 13 years of experience in the North Carolina 

Community College System as a Technology Support Specialist (Training Manager).  

Permission Request: 

I am writing to request your permission to interview members of your Early College 

High School administrative staff, and one or two African American male students who have 

been in the early college high school for one year. 

Study Goal: 

My goal is to study through five lens:  the principal, teacher, liaison and counselor 

who work with African American males in the rural early college high school.  My study 

necessitates interviewing one or two African American male students enrolled in the early 

college high school, and have completed at least two semesters.  The findings from my study 

could influence student success policies and/or procedures that increase the recruitment, 

retention, and graduation rates of African American males enrolled in rural early college high 

schools across North Carolina. 

Research Design: 
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My qualitative research design involves semi-structured interviews with participants, 

and telephone interviews to ensure no loss of instructional time.  Additionally, I wish to 

observe participants around the campus environment. 

Confidentiality: 

Participant identity is kept strictly confidential and no information gathered is linked 

to any particular participant or to your early college specifically.  I use pseudonyms to 

attribute narrative. 

  I appreciate your consideration of my request and look forward to hearing from you 

soon.  

 Sincerely,  

Joyce Valentine 

Doctoral Candidate, NC State University  
xxxxxx@ncsu.edu 
xxx.xxx.xxxx 

 

mailto:xxxxxx@ncsu.edu
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Appendix B: Early College High School Principal Letter 

Joyce Valentine 

1234 XXX XXXXX XXXXX 

XXXX XXXXXX, NC 123456 

  

First Name, Last Name, Principal  

Early College High School 

Street Address  

City, State Zip Code  

   

Dear Sir or Madam:  

My name is Joyce Valentine.  I am a doctoral candidate at North Carolina State 

University College of Education. I have 13 years of experience in the North Carolina 

Community College System as a Technology Support Specialist (Training Manager).  

Permission Request: 

I am writing to request your permission to interview members of your Early College 

High School administrative staff, and one or two African American male students who have 

been in the early college for one year or more. 

Study Goal: 

My goal is to study through five lens: the principal, teacher, liaison and counselor 

who works with African American male students in a rural early college high school.  My 

study necessitates interviewing one or two African American male students enrolled in the 

early college high school, and have completed at least two semesters.  The findings from my 

study may influence student success policies and/or procedures that increase the recruitment, 

retention, and graduation rates of African American males enrolled in rural early college high 

schools across North Carolina. 
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Research Design: 

My qualitative research design involves semi-structured interviews with participants, 

and telephone interviews to ensure no loss of instructional time.  Additionally, I wish to 

observe participants around the campus environment. 

Confidentiality: 

Participant identity will be kept strictly confidential and no information gathered will 

in any way be linked to any particular participant or to your early college specifically.  I will 

use pseudonyms (fake names) to attribute narrative. 

  I appreciate your consideration of my request and look forward to hearing from you 

soon. A letter of approval from your district superintendent is included.  

  

Sincerely,  

Joyce Valentine 

Doctoral Candidate 

NC State University  
xxxxxxx@ncsu.edu 

xxx-xxx-xxxx 

 

Attachment 

 

mailto:xxxxxxx@ncsu.edu
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Appendix C:  Adult Consent Form 

North Carolina State University 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM for RESEARCH 

 

Title of Study:  A Case Study of the Persistence of African American Males in Rural Early College 

High School in North Carolina 

 

Principal Investigator:  Joyce B. Valentine, M. Ed. Faculty Sponsor:  Dr. Tuere Bowles, Ph. D. 

 

 

What are some general things you should know about research studies? 

You are being asked to take part in a research study.  Your participation in this study is 

voluntary. You have the right to be a part of this study, to choose not to participate or to stop 

participating at any time without penalty.  The purpose of research studies is to gain a better 

understanding of a certain topic or issue. You are not guaranteed any personal benefits from being in 

a study. Research studies also may pose risks to those that participate. In this consent form you will 

find specific details about the research in which you are being asked to participate. If you do not 

understand something in this form it is your right to ask the researcher for clarification or more 

information. A copy of this consent form will be provided to you. If at any time you have questions 

about your participation, do not hesitate to contact the researcher(s) named above.  

 

What is the purpose of this study? 

The purpose of this study is to understand more about how African American males in rural 

North Carolina early college high schools persist in their pursuit of higher education and the social 

and personal support systems that help them succeed. 

 

What will happen if you take part in the study? 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in an interview about 

your work experiences in a rural early college high school in North Carolina. The interview will take 

approximately 60 minutes to complete.  I will record the interview on an audio device so that I can 

remember your statements about your experiences. 

 

Risks 

It is possible that your identity may be exposed by participating in the study.  I am taking 

steps to protect your identity by using pseudonyms (fake names) throughout the study.  Any 

documents that reveal your identity will not be used unless I have permission or if I am required by 

law to do so.  I will also protect your identity by using special codes and securing all data collected on 

a password protected storage device. 

 

Benefits 

You will have the opportunity to reflect and think about your experiences in the early college 

high school. You can help other educators just like you who work in rural early college high schools 

in communities across North Carolina.  The questions are about what your think.  There are no right 

or wrong answers.  You can choose whether to be in this study.  The decision is up to you.  No one 

will be upset if you don’t sign the consent form or if you change your mind. 

 

Confidentiality 

The information in the study records will be kept confidential to the full extent allowed by 

law.  Data will be stored securely on a storage device that is password protected.  Written documents 

will be locked in a storage cabinet for three years.  No reference will be made in oral or written 
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reports which could link you to the study. You will NOT be asked to write your name on any study 

materials so that no one can match your identity to the answers that you provide.  

 

Compensation  

You will not receive any compensation for participating in this study. 

 

What if you have questions about this study? 

If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, you may contact the 

researcher, Joyce B. Valentine, at xxxxxxx@ncsu.edu or 1-xxx-xxx-xxxx, or Dr. Tuere Bowles, Faculty 

Sponsor at txxxx_xxxxx@ncsu.edu   

 

What if you have questions about your rights as a research participant? 

 If you feel you have not been treated per the descriptions in this form, or your rights as a 

participant in research have been violated during this project, you may contact Jennie Ofstein, 

Regulatory Compliance Administrator at jofstein@ncsu.edu or by phone at 1-919-515-4514. 

 

Consent To Participate 

“I have read and understand the above information.  I have received a copy of this form.  I 

agree to participate in this study with the understanding that I may choose not to participate or to stop 

participating at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which I am otherwise entitled.” 

 

Subject's signature___________________________________ Date _________________ 

 

 

Investigator's signature________________________________ Date ________________ 

 

mailto:xxxxxxx@ncsu.edu
mailto:txxxx_xxxxx@ncsu.edu
mailto:jofstein@ncsu.edu
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Appendix D:  Student Participant Flyer 

Let Your Voice Be Heard! 

Sign up with your early college high school counselor if you are interested in 

participating in a research study about rural African American male students.  Share YOUR 

thoughts about being a student in an early college high school!  

 

 

 

Participate in a one-hour interview on the campus with a college researcher and 

receive a Walmart gift card! The study begins in the spring of 2018! 

Refreshments will be provided during the interview. 

To sign up or for more information, contact: 

<Insert the ECHS Counselor > 
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Appendix E: Parental Consent (Assent) Form 

North Carolina State University  

INFORMED CONSENT FORM for RESEARCH 

Title of Study:  A Case Study of the Persistence of African American Males in Rural Early College 

High Schools in North Carolina 

 

Principal Investigator:  Joyce B. Valentine, M. Ed. Faculty Sponsor:  Dr. Tuere Bowles, Ph. D. 

 
 

What are some general things you should know about research studies? 

You are being asked to take part in a research study.  Your participation in this study is 

voluntary. You have the right to be a part of this study, to choose not to participate or to stop 

participating at any time without penalty.  The purpose of research studies is to gain a better 

understanding of a certain topic or issue. You are not guaranteed any personal benefits from being in 

a study. Research studies may pose risks to those that participate. In this consent form, there are 

specific details about the research in which you are being asked to participate. If you do not 

understand something in this form it is your right to ask the researcher for clarification or more 

information. A copy of this consent form will be provided to you. If you have questions about your 

participation, do not hesitate to contact the researcher(s) named above.  

 

What is the purpose of this study? 

The purpose of this study is to understand more about how African American males in rural 

North Carolina early college high schools persist in their pursuit of higher education, and the 

influence of social and personal support systems that help them succeed. 

 

What will happen if you take part in the study? 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in an interview about 

your experiences in a rural early college high school in North Carolina. The interview will take 

approximately 60 minutes to complete.  I will record the interview on an audio device so that I can 

remember your statements about your experiences. 

Risks 

I am taking steps to protect your identity by using pseudonyms (fake names) throughout the 

study.  Any documents that reveal your identity will not be used unless I have permission or if I am 

required by law to do so.  I will also protect your identity by using special codes and securing all data 

collected on a password protected storage device, and locking up paper documents in file cabinet for 

up to three years. 

Benefits 

You will have the opportunity to think about your experiences in the early college high 

school. You can help other students and teachers who work in rural early college high schools in 

communities across North Carolina.  The questions are about what your think.  There are no right or 

wrong answers. This is not a test.   You can choose whether to be in this study.  The decision is up to 

you.  No one will be upset if you and your parents/guardians don’t sign the consent form or if you 

change your mind. 

 

Confidentiality 

The information in the study records will be kept confidential to the full extent allowed by 

law.  Data will be stored securely stored on storage device that is password protected.  Written 

documents will be locked in a storage cabinet for up to three years.  No reference will be made in oral 
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or written reports which could link you to the study. You will NOT be asked to write your name on 

any study materials so that no one can match your identity to the answers that you provide.  

 

Compensation  

If you decide to participate in this study, you will receive a $10 Walmart Gift Card at the end 

of the interview.  If you stop the interview, or do not appear at the date and time of the scheduled 

interview, you will not receive any compensation. 

 

What if you have questions about this study? 

If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, you may contact the 

researcher, Joyce Valentine, at xxxxxx@ncsu.edu or 1-xxx-xxx-xxxx, or Dr. Tuere Bowles, Faculty 

Sponsor at xxxx_xxxxx@ncsu.edu   

 

What if you have questions about your rights as a research participant? 

If you feel you have not been treated per the descriptions in this form, or your rights as a 

participant in research have been violated during this project, you may contact Jennie Ofstein, 

Regulatory Compliance Administrator at jofstein@ncsu.edu or by phone at 1-919-515-4514. 

 

Consent To Participate 
“I have read and understand the above information.  I have received a copy of this form.  I agree to 

participate in this study with the understanding that I may choose not to participate or to stop participating at 

any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which I am otherwise entitled.” 

 

Subject's signature___________________________________________ Date ___________ 

Parental/Guardian/Legal Representative signature __________________ Date____________  

Investigator's signature__________________________________ Date____________ 

 

 

 

mailto:xxxxxx@ncsu.edu
mailto:xxxx_xxxxx@ncsu.edu
mailto:jofstein@ncsu.edu


191 

 

Appendix F:  Principal Protocol 

Purpose: 

• Collect new data about the role of rural early college high school principals.   

• Triangulate the information with data collected from students, counselors, liaisons and 

teachers. 

Principal: _____________________________   Early College: _____________________ 

 

Date: ________________   Time: ____________Location: _________________________ 

 

Introduction 

As a researcher, I am interested in learning about the role of rural high school administrators 

in the early college and their support of African American (AA) males enrolled in the school.                  

1. Tell me about yourself (demographic). 

a. Your Education/background 

b. Years in the profession 

c. Education Philosophy 

2. What kinds of support activities are available to African American (AA) males in early 

college high school? (RQ1) 

a. How does the Minority Male Mentoring Program support AA males in the early 

college high school? 

b. What kind of counseling services are available to AA males in the early college 

high school? 

3. How do personal and social influences affect the academic progression of AA males in 

the early college high school? (RQ2) 

a. How does the home support AA males in the early college high school? 

b. How does the community support the early college high school? 

c. How does the economic status of the community affect your early college high 

school? 

d. What sorts of academic resources are available to AA males in the early college 

high school? 

e. What sorts of academic resources are needed for AA males in the early college 

high school? 

4. In your opinion, what factors enable rural AA males to have academic success in early 

college high school? (RQ3) 

a. How does the belief that the instructor cares make a difference (ethic of care) in 

the academic success of AA males in the early college high school? 

b. How does parent or guardian support make a difference (attending programs, 

meetings) in the academic success of AA males in the early college high school? 

c. How do mentors make a difference (African American staff or mentor) in the 

academic success of AA males in the early college high school? 

d. How does peer and community support make a difference (friends in and outside 

of ECHS) in the academic success of AA males in the early college high school? 

5. In your opinion, what factors hinder rural AA males from academic success in early 

college high school? (RQ4) 
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a. How does access to mentors affect the academic success of AA males in the early 

college high school? 

b. How does college and career counseling affect academic success of AA males in 

the early college high school? 

c. How does the lack of parent/guardian support affect the academic success of AA 

males in the early college high school? 

d. How does access to technology affect the academic success of AA males in the 

early college high school? 
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Appendix G:  Student Interview Protocol 

Introduction 

Thank you for agreeing to meet with me today. I am researching what it’s like for you to be a student 

here at this early college high school.  As part of my research, I would like 

to talk to you about what your typical day is like as a student.  In your own words please share with 

me your thoughts to the questions that I am about to ask you. 

 

1. Tell me about yourself. (Demographic) 

a. How many brothers and sisters? 

b. Tell me about your parents or legal guardians. 

1. What type of work do they do? 

2. Did they graduate from high school? Community College? 

Etc. 

c. Tell me about your neighborhood. 

1. How long have you lived there? 

2. What’s the best thing about where you live? 

2. Tell me why you decided to enroll in this early college high school? (RQ1) 

a. Why do you stay in the early college? 

b. What do you think helps you succeed in the early college? 

c. What do you like best?  Least? 

d. What do you like about your teachers? 

e. What would you change about your early college if you could change one 

thing? 

3. Describe a typical school day (personal and social influences). ( RQ2) 

a. What is your favorite class and why? 

b. What type of assignments do you complete in the class? 

c. How often does your parent or guardian ask you about your school day? 

d. How often do you have ‘free’ time to socialize with your friends during the 

school day?   

e. What do you do in between classes? 

f. How many of your friends didn’t choose to attend early college?  Why? 

4. How would you describe your relationship with your early college teachers? (RQ3) 

a. Who is your favorite teacher?  Why? 

b. How do your teachers indicate they care about your success in the class? 

c. What do you do to let your teachers know you care about your success in 

early college? 

d. What do you do if you need extra help with a class in early college? 

5. What are some things that might prevent you from succeeding in early 

college high school? (RQ4) 

a. How do your friends influence your decision to stay in the early college? 

b. How do your parents or guardian influence your decision to stay in early 

college? 

c. How would an adult mentor help you while you are in early college? 

d. What do you want to do after you finish early college high school? 
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Appendix: H:  Counselor Protocol 

Purpose: 

• Collect new data about the support efforts of rural early college high school counselors.   

• Triangulate the information with data collected from students, principals, liaisons and 

teachers. 

Counselor: ______________________   Early College: _________________________ 

Date: ___________________________   Time: ________________________ 

Location: _______________________________________________ 

 

Introduction:   As a researcher I am interested in hearing about the day to day experiences of rural 

administrators in the early college high school and their work with African American males enrolled 

in the program.  As part of my dissertation I would like to include your experiences as a rural high 

school counselor.                 

1 Tell me about yourself. 

a. Your Education/background 

b. Years in the profession 

c. Counseling Philosophy 

2 What sorts of activities are provided to support students in the early college high school? 

(RQ1) 

a. What activities are targeted for African American males in early college high school?   

b. What types of assistance with class selection do they receive? 

c. What types of meetings with students are held? 

d. When do students receive college and career counseling? 

3 How does the rural setting influence your work as an early college high school counselor? 

(RQ2) 

a. How much contact do you have with parents or guardians of African American 

males in the early college program? 

b. How much contact do you have with community supporters? (Churches, businesses) 

c. How does the economic status of the community influence the work of an early 

college high school counselor? 

d. What sorts of counseling resources are used in the rural early college high school? 

e. What sorts of counseling resources are needed in the rural early college high school? 

4 In your opinion, what factors enable rural African American males to have academic success 

in early college high school? (RQ3) 

a. How does the belief that the teacher cares make a difference (ethic of care) in the 

academic success of African American males in early college high school? 

b. How does parent/guardian support influence African American male academic 

success in early college high school? 

c. How do mentors make a difference (African American staff or mentor) in the 

academic success of African American males in early college high school? 

d. How does peer and community support make a difference (friends and adults in and 

outside of ECHS) in the academic success of African American males in early 

college high school? 

5 In your opinion, what factors hinder rural African American males from academic success in 

early college high school?  (RQ4) 

a. How does access to mentors influence academic success of African American males 

in early college high school? 

b. How do college and career counseling influence academic success of African 

American males in early college high school? 
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Appendix I:  Teacher Protocol 

Purpose: 

• Collect new data about the experiences of teachers in rural early college high schools 

• Triangulate the information with data collected from students, principals, counselors and 

liaisons. 

Teacher:  _____________________________   Early College: ______________________ 

Date: _______________   Time: _____________Location: __________________________ 

 

 Introduction.   

As a researcher, I am interested in learning about the day to day experiences of teachers in rural early 

college high schools and the African American males enrolled in the program.   

Interview questions 

1 Tell me about yourself (demographic). 

a. Your Education/background 

b. Years in the profession 

c. Teaching Philosophy 

2 What sorts of pedagogical (instructional) instructional resources do you use in the 

early college high school? (RQ1) 

a. Audio and visual aids? 

b. Varied in-class assignments? 

c. Group projects? 

3 How does the rural setting influence your work as an early college high school 

teacher? (RQ2) 

a. What contact do you have with parents or guardians of African American males 

in the early college program? 

b. How much contact do you have with community supporters? (Churches, 

businesses) 

c. How does the economic status of the community influence your work as a 

teacher? 

d. What sorts of instructional resources are needed in the rural early college high 

school? 

4 In your opinion, what factors enable rural African American males to have academic 

success in early college high school? (RQ3) 

a. How does the belief that the teacher cares make a difference (ethic of care) in the 

academic success of African American males in early college? 

b. How do African American males in this early college high school show they care 

about their academic success? 

c. How does parent/guardian support influence African American male academic 

success in early college? 

d. How do mentors make a difference (African American staff or mentor) in the 

academic success of African American males in early college? 

e. How does peer and community support make a difference (friends and adults in 

and outside of ECHS) in the academic success of African American males in 

early college high school? 

5. In your opinion, what factors hinder rural African American males from academic 

success in early college high school?  (RQ4) 
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a. How does access to mentors influence academic success for African 

American males in early college high school? 

b. What are some signs that an African American male is disengaged in early 

college high school? 
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Appendix J:  Liaison Protocol 

Purpose: 

• Collect new data about the work of rural early college high school liaisons.   

• Triangulate the information with data collected from students, principals, counselors 

and teachers. 

Liaison:  _____________________________   Early College: ______________________ 

Date: _______________   Time: _____________Location: __________________________ 

 

Introduction: 

 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in my dissertation study.  My questions are designed to collect 

data on early college high school liaison experiences. Your responses remain anonymous, and your 

candid answers are greatly appreciated. 

 

1. Tell me about yourself (Demographic). 

a. Your Education/background 

b. Years in the profession 

c. Community involvement philosophy 

2. What sorts recruiting and communication activities do you believe contribute to the 

academic success of rural African American males in early college high school? (RQ1) 

a. Open house for the early college high school? 

b. Visits to middle and elementary schools? 

c. Letters to parents and guardians? 

d. Mass mailings to community and church organizations? 

3. How does the rural setting influence your work as an early college high school 

liaison? (RQ2) 

a. What sort of contact do you have with parents or guardians of African 

American males in the early college program? 

b. What sort of contact do you have with community supporters? (Churches, 

businesses) 

c. How does the economic status of the rural community influence your work as 

an early college high school liaison? 

d. What sort communications do you use to inform the community about the 

early college high school? 

e. What sort of outreach programs are needed to inform others about the early 

college high school? 

4. In your opinion, what factors enable rural African American male students to 

academically succeed in early college high school? (RQ3) 

a. How does parent/guardian support influence the African American male 

academic persistence in early college? 

b. How do/would mentors make a difference (African American staff or 

community mentor) in the academic persistence of African American males in 

early college? 

c. How does peer and community support make a difference (friends and adults 

in and outside of ECHS) in the academic persistence of African American males 

in early college? 

5. In your opinion, what factors hinder rural African American males from academic 

success in early college?  (RQ4) 
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a. How does the rural environment influence academic persistence of African 

American males in early college? 

b. How does lack of family support influence academic persistence of African 

American males in early college? 

c. How does limited resource access influence academic persistence of African 

American males in early college? 
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Appendix K: Staff Introduction Letter 

Joyce Valentine 

1234 XXXXXXX  XXXXXX 

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX, NC 123456 

  

First Name, Last Name, (Counselor/Teacher/Liaison) 

Early College High School 

Street Address  

City, State Zip Code  

   

Dear Sir or Madam:  

 

My name is Joyce Valentine.  I am a doctoral candidate at North Carolina State University 

College of Education. I have 13 years of experience in the North Carolina Community College 

System as a Technology Support Specialist (Training Manager).  

 

Permission Request: 

I am writing to request your permission to interview you about your Early College High 

School experience in a rural location.  My research will also include one or two African American 

male students who have been in the early college for one year or more. 

 

Study Goal: 

My goal is to study through five lens, the principal, teacher, liaison and counselor who works 

with African American male students in a rural early college high school.  The findings from my 

study may influence student success policies and/or procedures that increase the recruitment, 

retention, and graduation rates of African American males enrolled in rural early college high schools 

across North Carolina. 

 

Research Design: 

My qualitative research design involves semi-structured interviews with participants, and 

telephone interviews to ensure no loss of instructional time.  Additionally, I wish to observe 

participants around the campus environment. 

 

Confidentiality: 

Participant identity will be kept strictly confidential and no information gathered will in any 

way be linked to any particular participant or to your early college specifically.  I will use 

pseudonyms (fake names) to attribute narrative. 

  

 I appreciate your consideration of my request and look forward to hearing from you soon.  

 

Sincerely,  

Joyce Valentine 

Doctoral Candidate, NC State University  

xxxxxx@ncsu.edu 
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Appendix L:  Research Questions 

The aim of this research is to hear from African American male students in rural NC 

Early College High Schools (ECHS) by providing a platform for them to share their stories.  

The study includes the perspectives of their support network including the rural Early 

College High school principal, teacher, counselor and liaison.  The research questions for this 

study adhere to the important components of further supporting the problem.  The research 

questions guiding this study are: 

1. What do African American males in rural early college high schools in North 

Carolina believe contribute to their academic success? 

2. How do the micro-, meso-, macro-, exo- and chronosystems shape academic 

success for the African American male in rural early college high schools in North Carolina? 

3. What enables academic success for the African American male in rural early 

college high schools in North Carolina? 

4. What hinders academic success for the African American male in rural early 

college high schools in North Carolina? 
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Appendix M:  Observation Guide 

Observation Guide for Early College High School Site 

 

Onsite Guide for Interactions at the Early College High School Site 

 

 

Date: ______________________  Times: Start_______ End__________ 

 

Location: ____________________________________________________ 

 

Group Description: (ethnicity/race, age, gender):  Describe persons interacting with the 

researcher.  Are the persons friendly, engaging, and polite?  Are faculty/staff present?  Are 

they students of different ages, races/ethnicities, gender present? 

 

 

Verbal Behavior and Interactions: Who speaks to whom and for how long?  Who initiates 

the interaction?  What is the tone of voice (condescending, supportive, etc.)?  What are the 

purposes of the interactions (school work, social)? 

 

 

Physical Behavior and Gestures:  What people do.  Do students appear comfortable 

interacting with researcher?  Do students appear agitated or friendly?  Any noticeable body 

language to indicate attitude? 

 

 

Faculty/Staff Interactions with Students:  Are there faculty in the area?  What are they 

doing?  Any reaction to students talking with researcher?  Who are they (race/ethnicity, 

gender, age)?  Do they stay or leave after a short time? 

 

The areas noted will guide field note documentation during student observations at the early 

college site.  Field notes will be taken in a field notebook.  In addition to the above areas, the 

researcher response comments to what is observed will be recorded in the field notebook. 
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Appendix N:  Research Procedures 

Methods for collecting data on NC Rural Early College High Schools 

1. Semi-structured interviews on site (1-hr) per participant/student. 

2. Phone interviews to follow up with participants, as needed. 

3. All participants will be given pseudonyms (‘fake names’) to protect identities. 

4. All school sites will be given pseudonyms and codes to mask identities. 

5. Digital recordings and field notes will be taken.  Researcher will use member-

checking to validate transcriptions from interviews.  Data stored on password 

protected storage device.  Written documents will be locked in a storage cabinet for 

three years. 

Goal:  

The goals of this case study are document how the rural African American early 

college high school student pursues academic credentials using social and personal systems 

of support.  This study can suggest theories, policies and interventions that may result in new 

educational and retention policies to address equity gaps between rural African American 

males and their White peers in urban high schools.  Educational processes can differ for rural 

and urban youth.   
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Appendix O:  Follow-up Early College High School Principal 

Date 

Name 

Address 

City, State Zip 

 

Dear Sir or Madam: 

Thank you for taking the time to speak with me regarding the qualitative research project that 

I am doing for my dissertation at North Carolina State University. 

 

I am grateful for your willingness to conduct this study at your organization. I am interested 

in the academic successes of rural African American males in your early college high school.  

Your high school affords me the opportunity to speak with the population I am trying to 

reach since it is located in a rural county of North Carolina.  My objective is to give a “voice” 

to those who are often forgotten in higher education research studies. 

 

I promise to uphold all of the appropriate ethical standards required to write their story. I 

have received approval from the IRB at North Carolina State University to ensure that I am 

protecting participants’ rights. (Copy of approved IRB attached).  As I forge ahead with this 

project, I will continue to communicate with you through each step of the process. I will also 

be working closely with participants to ensure that I am sharing their stories as they 

experience it. 

 

If you have any questions in the meantime, please do not hesitate to contact me. I will be in 

touch soon to schedule the next steps of my project. 

 

Sincerely,  

Joyce Valentine 

Doctoral Candidate 

NC State University  

xxxxxx@ncsu.edu 

 

cc: 

Community College President  

District Superintendent 

 

Attachment:  Approved IRB 

mailto:xxxxxx@ncsu.edu
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Appendix P:  Student Demographic Survey 

Student Pseudonym:  ____________________________________________ 

 

1. Age: ____ 

 

2. Enrollment status in Early College: (Circle one)  

First year  Second year  Third year Fourth year  Fifth year 

3.  Parent’s/Legal Guardian’s education: (Circle one) 

No degree    Some community college  BA/BS degree 

      Some High School  Community College   Master’s Degree 

          Ph. D.//Doctorate 

4. Social Engagement 

List any campus club membership(s):  

 

_______________________________  _____________________________ 

_______________________________  _____________________________ 

 

5. Community Engagement: (Circle all that apply to you) 

 

I go to church     I attend sport events      I visit family           I have a job outside of school 

 

I have friends of a different race        I have an adult mentor(s)                I do volunteer hours  

 

6. Future Goals: (Circle all that apply to you) 

 

I plan to go to college  I plan to own my home I plan to travel (other country) 

 

I plan to go to the community college   I plan to work in the city 

 

I plan to have a family     I plan to start my own business  

 

I plan to stay in the community where I live now  Other ____________________ 
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Appendix Q: Coding Excerpt 

Theme 

Name 

Theme 

Description Category Subcategory 

RQ 

# Sample Narrative Participant 

Family 

From a big 

family; only 

child; oldest 

child; twin microsystem 

Parent 

support 1 

Because my family 

pushes me to do the 

best that I can do.  Kyrie 

Family  

Family 

reflection microsystem 

Parent 

support 1 

Just going home and 

just reflecting on 

what happened 

during the day.  I 

think that really 

helps with me and 

my family.  Russell 

Relationships 

Feeling like 

family microsystem Ethic of care 2, 3 

It’s like we’re all 

one big family 

versus going to the 

high school and not 

getting that one on 

one communication 

from your teachers. Brady 

Identity Self-efficacy microsystem racial identity   

(ECHS)..something I 

felt like I had to do Jimmy 

Teachers 

why stay in 

ECHS meso 

relationships 

with teachers 2, 3 

Me and the teacher 

have such a great 

connection Jimmy 

Peers 

other 

students; 

graduates 

comes back microsystem ECHS friends 2, 3 

They come back 

from the college and 

talk about it Jimmy 

Privileges 

freedom and 

responsibility microsystem 

identity 

development  2,3 

Because they trust 

us Jimmy 

Barrier to 

success health issue microsystem 

personal 

health  4 

Medicine slows me 

down Jimmy 

Friends/Peers  influences microsystem   2, 3 

Except for when 

they get on their 

attitudes Jimmy 

Adult mentor 

non-family 

mentor 

support meso   2, 3 

Comes to gym to 

train us in 

basketball; focuses 

on diet, school 

work; He's extra 

support Jimmy 

Goals  

college goal; 

career goal chrono   2, 3 Manga artist/Japan Jimmy 

 

 

 


