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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to describe the factors 

that helped to increase the academic success of 13 low-track 

Hispanic students who attended a local community college. 

The participants graduated from a nearby high school 

within the service district of the community college in 1991 

or 1992. They were chosen from among other low-track 

students at the community college using the following 

criterion: At the conclusion of their freshman year in 

college, they had completed at least 24 units with a minimum 

grade point average of 2.0 on a 4.0 scale. These students, 

who were designated as "outlying students," provided the 

data for the study. Data were collected using (1) the 

students' high school and college permanent records, (2) a 

personal survey form, and (3) a personal interview with each 

student. 

The data provided the researcher with evidence that the 

students perceived the following factors as key to 

increasing their academic success at the community college: 

1. The students' high personal perceptions of 

themselves and their high regard for 

receiving a postsecondary education and a 

degree. 



2. The college instructors' concern for them, 

which provided a support system that enabled 

them to complete their courses successfully. 

3. The college's remedial program, which 

provided the outlying students with a means 

for bringing their academic skills up to a 

level that would allow them to cope 

successfully with college academic demands. 

4. The support system provided by their parents, 

which furnished not only "human support" 

(money, clothing, etc.), but also "emotional 

support" (encouragement and purpose) . 

Although this research was limited in sample size, it 

provided the researcher, a community college instructor, 

with several suggestions for helping the community college 

to provide services to help low-track students to achieve 

academic success. 

9 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Background of the Study 

10 

Tracking, the practice of assigning students to a 

curricular track, is taken for granted in most secondary 

schools. It is used to organize instruction and is assumed 

to be beneficial for students. This practice emerged in the 

late 1800s as a solution to a specific set of educational 

and social problems. Like many such solutions, it has 

become part of what is considered an appropriate way to 

conduct schooling (Oakes, 1985). 

The solution, tracking, helped to create a curricular 

differentiation that perpetuated the concept of "Social 

Darwinism" in which 

those from native-born and long-established 

families and those of recent immigrants, differed 

greatly in fundamental ways. Children of the 

affluent were considered by school people to be 

abstract thinkers, head minded, and oriented 

toward literacy. Those of the lower classes and 

the newly immigrated were considered laggards, 

ne'er-do-wells, hard minded, and socially 



inefficient, ignorant, prejudiced, and highly 

excitable. (Oakes, 1985, p. 35) 

11 

The adoption of these Darwinisms created a school system 

that designed a curriculum divided into fixed areas of study 

or tracks. 

Gamoran (1992) used the terms curriculum tracking and 

ability grouping to describe the curricular differentiations 

within schools. Tracking meant a broad programmatic 

division that separated students for all subjects while 

ability grouping referred to the division of students for 

particular subjects, using techniques such as within-class 

groups. 

According to AIkin (1993), the terms ability-grouping, 

tracking, curriculum differentiation, and homogenous 

grouping may be used interchangeably to describe these 

practices. AIkin also stated that students were assigned to 

the various tracks by the following criteria: II (1) 

standardized test scores, (2) teacher and counselor 

recommendations, (3) prior placements, (4) grades, and (5) 

student choice ll (p. 563). Many researchers doubt the 

positive effect of the last criterion on the process. Ball 

(1981), for example, described a process of assignment in 

which students' choices almost always followed the 

recommendations of the school staff. Oakes (1985) divided 



these choices into three areas: "(1) vocational, (2) 

general, and (3) academic or college preparatory" (p. 3). 

12 

The process of tracking has created a system of 

stratification that has had a profound effect on students' 

educational and career attainment. AIkin (1993) claimed 

that ability-related class placements imparted an identity 

to students that influenced--independent of subsequent 

achievement--their future educational opportunities and life 

choices. Gamoran and More (1989) contended that if other 

variables were controlled, students enrolled in a college

preparatory program were 10% more likely to graduate from 

high school than those on other tracks. 

Because of lack of preparation, students graduating 

from secondary schools in the lower tracks face an uphill 

academic battle at the postsecondary level. Rosenbaum 

(1986) reported that students placed in remedial tracks 

seldom caught up with their peers. The reason low-track 

students face the problems inherent in higher education is 

clear. AIkin (1993) stated it simply, "Academic track high 

school graduates are more likely to graduate from college 

than students of the lower tracks" (p. 566). 

Statement of the Problem 

Excellence became the theme for all educational mode'ls 

in the 1980s and 1990s. Programs of all types were guided 

by the premise of excellence in education, and test scores 



were the standard used to judge these programs. As test 

scores fell, it was perceived that programs were not 

teaching academics, and a nationwide alarm was sounded. 

The National Commission on Excellence in Education's 

(1993) report, ~ Nation at Risk, related at least five 

indicators that amplified concerns about falling test 

scores. 

13 

1. College Board Scholastic Aptitude Tests (SAT) 

demonstrated a virtually unbroken decline from 1963 to 

1980. Average verbal scores fell over 50 points, and 

average mathematics scores dropped nearly 40 points. 

2. College Board achievement tests also revealed 

consistent declines in recent years in such subjects as 

physics and English. 

3. Both the number and percentage of students 

demonstrating superior achievement on the SATs (i.e., 

those with scores of 650 or higher) had also 

dramatically declined. 

4. There was a steady decline in science achievement 

scores of u.S. 17 year olds as measured by national 

assessments of science. 

5. Average tested achievement of students graduating from 

college was also lower. 

Tracking systems were used as a means to achieve higher 

test scores; however, this system proved to be ineffective. 
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Kerckhoff (1986) followed more than 9,000 students in 

grouped and ungrouped secondary schools for a five-year 

period and found no significant difference in average math 

and reading test scores, although students grouped in lower 

tracks did not perform as well. Gamoran (1992) found that 

achievement gaps among students on different tracks were of 

greater magnitude than the academic disparity between 

students who dropped out of school after the 10th grade and 

those who stayed in school. In other words, track placement 

impacted student achievement more than student retention. 

Camarena (1990) asserted that tracking, rather than 

correcting students' skill deficiencies and thereby 

increasing their postsecondary opportunities, essentially 

relegated students in nonacademic and remedial groups to 

academic careers of substandard education and under

achievement. Camarena further contended that public schools 

implemented rigid, routinized programs which in most cases 

did not meet the needs of the students. Thus, tracking 

became an instructional practice what locked low-ability 

students into patterns of under-achievement. 

Academic attainment and subsequent career opportunities 

are greatly influenced by tracking. According to Oakes 

(1992), college-track students are more likely to receive 

higher grades, complete high school, and attend and graduate 

from college. As a result, their prospects for high-status 



occupations are better than those of their otherwise 

comparable non-college-track peers. 
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In conjunction with the above premise, low-track 

placements correspond consistently with ethnicity and social 

class. This connection is clearly illustrated by two 

points. First, schools with predominantly low-income and 

minority students tend to be IIbottom heavy. II They offer 

fewer academic tracks and more remedial and vocational 

programs than schools serving white, more affluent students. 

The second link between tracking and students' race and 

social class is forged in racially mixed schools through the 

disproportionate assignment of African-American and Latino 

students to low-track classes (Oakes, 1992). 

Clearly, tracking practices lead to race and class

linked differences in learning opportunities. These 

differences place limits upon the educational and 

occupational futures of low-income, African American and 

Latino students. 

Significance of the Study 

The effect of tracking creates educational inequities 

that have tremendous consequences on minority students' 

dropout, attrition/retention, and persistence rates in 

higher education. Haro (1983) found that the percentage of 

Hispanics enrolled in school diminishes as the educational 

level increases. The rate of attrition for Hispanics at all 



levels of education is higher than any other group except 

Native Americans, as evidenced by the fact that only 60.3% 

of Hispanics who begin school reach the 12th grade (U.S. 

Commission on Civil Rights, 1974). 

16 

Tracking systems increase the likelihood of school 

segregation by dividing students with similar achievement 

levels into separate curricula (college preparatory, 

vocational, or general). Secondary schools have 

traditionally assigned disproportionate numbers of minority 

students to nonacademic tracks, thereby failing to introduce 

low-track students to high-status knowledge (Apple, 1987). 

High-status knowledge was best explained by Michael F. D. 

Young (1970), "Those in positions of power will attempt to 

define what is taken as knowledge, how accessible to 

different groups any knowledge is, and what are accepted 

relationships between those who have access to them and make 

them available" (p. 379). This process in essence creates 

an educational system that manipulates and controls the 

social structure of our society. 

Tracking also produces a product, a student who enrolls 

in fewer academic classes, exhibits poor school performance, 

experiences low self-esteem, and has a negative attitude 

toward teachers and administrators (Winn, 1983). Low-track 

students manifest lower aspirations and harbor more feelings 

of unworthiness than students in higher tracks (Oakes, 



1985). These feelings, combined with decreased effort and 

motivation, lead these students toward behaviors of 

delinquency and misconduct. 

17 

It is imperative that all students and secondary school 

personnel in the nation become more cognizant of the nature 

of the problems created by tracking. Information regarding 

the limiting effects of tracking is available to public 

school administrators; yet, these data are apparently 

ignored. Reforming educators' perceptions of the value of 

tracking in high school programs is critical. As Gamoran 

(1992) stated, 

Ability grouping rarely benefits overall 

achievement, but it can contribute to inequality 

of achievement, as students in high groups gain 

and low group students fall farther behind. The 

more rigid the tracking system, the more likely 

these patterns are to emerge. (p. 17) 

According to the Educational Testing Service (ETS) 

(1990), slightly over one million high school graduates took 

the 1990 Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT). Of that group, 

Hispanics (approximately 61,000) received a mean score of 

429 compared to the mean score of 491 for the nearly 695,000 

whites and a national mean of 476. Scores on all ETS 

achievement tests are reported on a scale of 200 to 800, 

with a standard error of measurement of approximately 30 
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points. These test scores clearly indicated the educational 

plight faced by Hispanic students who want to pursue a 

degree in higher education. The scores also suggested that 

the vast majority of Hispanic students will be forced to 

attend community colleges. According to the American 

Council on Education (1983), over half of Hispanic and 

Native American students were enrolled in two-year colleges. 

The Center for Educational Statistics (1988) reported that 

two-year institutions accounted for 47% of the total 

minority enrollment in postsecondary systems. 

The effects of tracking have created a group of 

students academically unprepared to pass the national 

examinations used as admission criteria by four-year 

colleges. As a result, their only alternative is to enroll 

in two-year institutions or community colleges. This study 

is significant in that it should provide community college 

administrators and faculty with insights that will assist 

low-track minority high school students to succeed at the 

community college level. 

Objectives of the Study 

Community colleges are rapidly becoming the only path 

by which most minority students can obtain a college degree 

(Orfield, 1988). The Ford Foundation Commission on Higher 

Education for Minorities concluded in 1983 that for every 

100 Hispanics entering secondary school, 55 would graduate, 
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22 would register for college, 7 would complete a degree, 4 

would enter graduate school, and 2 would complete a 

professional program (Shelden, 1986). According to Quintana 

(1991), "Latino students are disproportionately concentrated 

in two-year institutions such as community and junior 

colleges" (p. 156). Further, the National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES) (1990) data showed that 56% of 

all Latino college students were attending community 

colleges compared to 36% of Anglo students (NCES, 1990). 

These data suggest that large numbers of Hispanic students 

enroll in community colleges as a result of their lack of 

academic preparation. 

The major objective of this study is to examine 

successful Hispanic community college students who were 

enrolled in general and vocational tracks in high school and 

to explain this success in spite of the effects of a low

track high school education. This information should prove 

to be valuable to community college faculty and 

administrators. 

Other objectives are as follows: 

1. To investigate the indices that resulted in each 

student's academic track placement (grades, teacher and 

counselor involvement, national test scores, student 

conduct and junior high school affiliation) . 



2. To investigate through a series of surveys/interviews 

the perceptions of "outlying students" (low-track 

students progressing toward a degree at Cochise 

College) of 

a. their secondary education; 

b. the reasons for their success at the 

community college level; 

c. the supportive role of family, 

administrators, teachers; counselors or other 

individuals who influenced them to continue 

their postsecondary education; and 

d. the support systems available within the 

community college (counselors, teachers, role 

models, etc.). 

Definition of Terms 

Tracking or Ability Grouping. The clustering of 

students who are judged to possess similar academic 

abilities into classes for instruction (Oakes, 1990). 

20 

Outlyers or Outlying Students. Those students who 

completed high school in the general or vocational track and 

who are progressing toward their degree completion at 

Cochise College, having completed a minimum of 24 units with 

a grade point average (GPA) of at least 2.0 during their· 

freshman year. 
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Indices of Success. The instruments (national tests, 

grade point averages, college placement tests, and other 

similar criteria) used to determine a student's placement in 

a specific track (college preparatory, vocational, or 

general) . 

College Preparatory Curriculum. The most academically 

oriented track. It is more intellectually stimulating and 

demands more self-initiative than general, vocational, or 

remedial curricular tracks. It is a rigorous academic 

program with expanded course requirements (Henson, 1990). 

Vocational Courses. Those classes that prepare 

students for employment immediately after high school. 

Homogeneous Ability Grouping. Clustering students 

based on the belief that they learn better when they are 

grouped with other students who are considered to be 

academically similar, e.g., who know about the same things, 

who learn at the same rate, or who are expected to have 

similar futures (Oakes, 1985). 

Heterogeneous Ability Grouping. The mixing of students 

from all tracks (mixed classrooms) (Oakes, 1985). 

Limitations of the Study 

This descriptive investigation is generally concerned 

only with students from one public high school who graduated 

in the Spring of 1991 or 1992 and subsequently attended 

Cochise College. 
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The qualitative/descriptive study focuses exclusively 

on students of Hispanic origin who met the criteria of an 

outlying student. Because of the limited pool of such 

students, a sampling procedure was not used to determine the 

study's population; rather, all students from Douglas High 

School who fit the qualifications for an outlying student 

were included. The research is in large part a descriptive 

work which will provide information that may not be 

generalizable to all populations yet should prove valuable 

by providing insights into students' perception of the 

reasons for their academic success despite the limitations 

placed on them by their low-track high school academic 

preparation. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The History of Tracking 

The practice of dividing students into instructional 

groups using the criteria of assumed similarity in ability 

or attainment is referred to as tracking. It ranges from 

assigning students into separate groups within a classroom 

to providing classes differentiated by the academic 

information provided. According to Findley and Bryan 

(1975), ability grouping (tracking) generally takes one of 

four forms: 

23 

1. Grouping students in all school activities on the same 

basis. 

2. Grouping for learning basic skills and knowledge on the 

same basis but generally associating children of the 

same age in physical education and recreational 

activities. 

3. Grouping for learning basic academic skills and 

knowledge on the same basis but generally associating 

children in the same grade in less academically 

oriented activities. 



4. Grouping for learning individual subjects or related 

subjects on the basis of progress in mastering those 

areas (achievement grouping) . 

24 

Educational differentiation and grouping have been 

widespread practices in public secondary schools. The 

National Education Association (1968) reported that 85.4% of 

all secondary schools grouped students extensively by 

ability. The educational rationale for tracking is 

illustrated in a curriculum committee's report to the San 

Francisco Unified School District (Curriculum Survey 

Committee, 1960): 

We recommend that beginning with the ninth grade 

separate, fixed curricula, such as academic, 

commercial, general and industrial arts, be 

established. Students should be held to one of 

these on the basis partly of achievement, partly 

of preference and interests, with the possibility 

of shifting from one curriculum to another 

according to achievement. Such a system would 

prevent able students from taking easy courses in 

order to make high grades with little effort; it 

would prevent all students from wasting time with 

dubious or irrelevant electives and, by reducing 

programming to a simple routine easily handled by 

administrative clerks, it would relieve many 



teachers from counselling and return them to the 

more important work of teaching. (p. 
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The concept of tracking is not a modern one. In 

Plato's Republic, the concept was stated as a means lito make 

the best use of talents in society by sorting each person 

into his proper niche ll (Rosenbaum, 1976, p. 51). According 

to Plato (cited in Rosenbaum), 

If a society wanted the best people to govern, 

then the best people must be selected early, 

before they are tarnished by exposure to lesser 

sorts, and train them to acquire the skills, 

virtues and temperament for governing the state. 

(p. 51) 

This system of differentiation was viewed by sociologist 

Paul Goodman (1962) as creating a society where education 

served the interests of society first and the interests of 

the individual second. The social impact of this inequity 

is the elimination of any type of social or vocational 

mobility for students involved in a tracked educational 

system. 

British sociologist Michael Young (1958) coined the 

term meritocracy to describe a system matching social 

position with talent. Young stated, IISocial progress 

depends upon the degree to which power is matched with 

talent. A society squanders its resources by condemning 
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talented people to ordinary education and manual work" (p. 

). Young (1971) and Bourdieu and Passerson (1977) asserted 

that if students are educated in a tracked system, social 

stratification is constantly reproduced through access to 

more power in society as a direct result of the kinds of 

knowledge available to them and not to others. 

The Sorting Process or Factors of Selection 

The sorting or selection of different tracks for 

students is based on specific criteria. These criteria 

group students with similar academic abilities into a 

hierarchical system for instruction. Schools use many 

diverse methods for placing students into homogenous groups. 

Winn and Wilson (1983) cited three major indices: (1) 

standardized tests of academic ability, (2) intelligence 

quotient (IQ) scores, and (3) teacher recommendations. 

A fourth index was revealed in Heyns' (1974) article on 

selection and stratification in schools. His contention was 

that school counselors serve as validating agents by 

evaluating and helping to plan students' vocational choices 

and careers. Rosenbaum (1976) contended that a tracking 

selection criterion must be stable for the selection process 

to be effective, and IQ scores and standardized test scores 

provide the most stable measures. Yet Rosenbaum concluded 

that these criteria predicted only about 40% of the variance 

correlation in measuring student achievement and led to a 
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great risk of student misplacement. In Dominick Esposito's 

(1971) research, IIHomogeneous and Heterogenous Grouping, II he 

concluded that 

Grouping students for instruction on the basis of 

performance on standardized reading, arithmetic, 

and I.Q. achievement tests tends to restrict the 

nature and quality of instruction that can be 

provided in the classroom, then regardless of some 

presumed educational or administrative advantage, 

the practice fosters an unsound environment for 

the education of children. (p. 1) 

Adam Gamoran (1989) viewed the selection process in a 

different light. Based on his research, he reported that 

the major criteria determining student placement are (1) 

prior achievement, (2) socioeconomic status, and (3) 

educational aspirations. 

students and parents do have a voice in student 

placement. It seems logical that parents with a high level 

of education guide their children to high-track positions 

while children of parents of low educational status are 

influenced toward lower tracks. Kilgore (1991) asserted 

that students whose parents did not attend college and 

failed to consult school staffs lacked full information with 

regard to their choice of programs and were most influenced 

by peer cultures. 
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Kilgore (1991) further noted that all school districts 

have minimum class size restrictions, while union contracts 

generally specify the maximum number of students allowed in 

a class. Thus, only a given number of slots will be 

available in certain programs, regardless of students' 

interests or capabilities. This creates a school system 

that limits the adaptive capacity of the organization and 

leads to arbitrary tracking patterns. Kilgore found that 

nearly all secondary schools are committed to providing 

three types of programs--academic, general, and vocational-

yet the number of students in the academic track averages 

less than 35% of the student body. This is due in part to 

the structural constraints of the school organization. 

Effects of Tracking 

Parents and teachers have preconceived ideas related to 

the benefits of tracking. Parents who believe their 

children are among the elite or the brightest want them to 

interact with students of similar abilities. They believe 

their children's acquisition of knowledge is hindered if 

they are enrolled in classes with students of lesser 

ability. John Goodlad pointed out in the foreword of 

Jeannie Oakes' (1985) book, Keeping Track, that teachers 

view tracking as a major means of reducing student 

variability to facilitate the teaching and management of 



various groups. This process has significant negative 

effects upon some students within the system. 
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The process of tracking is perpetuated by the 

organization within a school. Kilgore (1991) reported that 

organizational contingencies (e.g., structure constraints 

that limit the adaptive capacity of the organization, 

constraints within the staff composition, or teacher 

incentives) affect the probability that a school will 

achieve a good match between students and learning 

opportunities. 

Jeannie Oakes (1985) viewed schools' sorting and 

socialization processes as two distinct but overlapping 

components. 

As a result of the social organization (tracking) 

of both schools and instruction--the structure 

that results from the sorting of students--all of 

them [students] learn attitudes that are regarded 

as necessary for the maintenance of a hierarchical 

and authoritarian society. (p. 

She further stated, "Students experience differences in both 

the contents and the contexts of this schooling structure, 

different groups of students are socialized towards 

different positions within the larger society" (p. ) . 

Oakes' point was that students in a stratified tracking 

system learn to accept their position in society. Students 



in the elite or high track view themselves as filling 

similar positions in society, and vice versa for the low

track students. 
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Placing students into tracks (differentiation) has a 

cumulative social effect that is magnified by the length of 

time the student remains in the tracked system. This was 

best illustrated by Elder (1965): "The pattern is clear: 

lower stream students evidence more negative self-images, 

lower academic achievement, greater academic deterioration, 

a higher dropout rate, and lower occupational aspirations" 

(p. ). Elder contended that these differences resulted 

from the streaming (tracking) system itself. 

This concept was again depicted in Klaczynski's (1991) 

work on occupational attainment. His table of occupational 

prestige showed that high school sophomores in the college 

preparatory program sought more prestigious occupations than 

those in the vocational program. He also confirmed that the 

length of time a person is in such a system increases the 

effect. This was illustrated by the fact that vocational 

sophomores aspired to occupations of a higher status than 

did vocational seniors. This illustrates the lowering of 

self-esteem and self-worth corresponding to the length of 

time a student is in a tracked educational system. 

Similarly, Sorensen and Halliman (1985) concluded that 

vertical-differentiated instructional grouping (tracking) 



was responsible for increasing a pre-existing association 

between origins and educational outcomes. The longer the 

students experienced this differentiation, the more the 

association was magnified. 

Student differentiation resulting from tracking is 

often viewed as being an end in itself rather than a means 

" to an end. This concept was clearly delineated in four 

generalizations from the article, "The Effects of Ability 
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Grouping," by Goldberg, Passow, and Justman (1966). They 

quoted Daniels' (1962) research in British schools where the 

word streaming is used as the label for tracking: 

1. Streaming lowers rather than raises the 

average level of attainment of pupils in 

junior high. 

2. Streaming slightly reduces the level of 

attainment of "bright" junior school 

children. 

3. Streaming markedly retards the educated 

progress of the "slower" junior high 

children. 

4. Streaming artificially increases the range of 

educational attainment of junior high school 

children, i.e., widens the gap between the 

"bright" and the "backward." (pp. 10-11) 
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One of the most significant effects of tracking is the 

stigmatization of students who are placed in lower tracks. 

These stigmatizing results are generated by teachers' 

perceptions and expectations, attitudes of peers, and the 

student's personal view of him/herself. Schwartz (1981) 

found that teachers in low-track classrooms made fewer 

demands on students and applied less exacting standards to 

students' performance as well as to their own teaching. He 

interpreted this result to mean that teachers in low-track 

classrooms did not want to risk failure with pupils they 

viewed as difficult if not impossible to motivate. 

Schwartz (1981) identified the following differences 

between how teachers conduct themselves and their classroom 

operation with high- and low-track students. 

1. Students in lower sections receive half as many 

directions about classroom activities and one-third 

fewer explanations, lectures, or demonstrations by 

teachers than high track students. 

2. Teachers tend to review or correct homework assignments 

20% more with the high- than low-tracked students. 

3. Teachers adopt different questioning strategies with 

high and low tracks. 

4. High-track students are more often encouraged to 

volunteer, either individually or collectively, to 

respond to questions rather than being called on by 
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name to respond. When high-track students answer 

incorrectly, the teacher tends to correct them, prompt 

them until they obtain the correct answer, or indicate 

that they are wrong and question someone else. In 

contrast, low-track students are rarely asked to 

volunteer. Instead they are questioned by name. When 

a student fails to respond or responds incorrectly, the 

teacher questions another, often without indicating 

whether the first answer was correct. 

In their book, The Social Context of Instruction, 

Peterson, Wilkinson and Halliman (cited by Keddie, 1971) 

stated: "Teachers' classroom behavior indicated that they 

held lower standards and, indeed, teachers' self-reports 

also supported the contention that low-track students 

received less demanding and less interesting curriculum 

assignments than students in other tracks" (p. ). They 

also argued, "that the structural influence of grouping is 

so powerful that once inside the low-ability classrooms even 

those teachers who most actively oppose tracking on moral 

and/or philosophical grounds become unwittingly ensnared in 

its framework" (p. ) . 

Findley and Bryan (1975) communicated a similar 

premise. 

Different ability grouping practices show 

different amounts of differential treatment given 



to different children after ability grouping has 

been done. Teaching strategies employed with 

those classified low often deny stimulation 

offered to those classified high on the criterion 

used in grouping . those classified in one 

group are thereafter taught as if almost identical 

in capability. (p. 21) 
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Rosenthal and Jacobsen (1968) made two points 

concerning teachers' attitudes towards teaching top-group 

students as opposed to the lower group students: (1) 

teachers of the superior group referred more often to what 

students could do rather than what they could not do and (2) 

teachers preferred teaching the higher-ability group. 

This second point was confirmed by Finley (1984) in an 

ethnographic study of a high school in Los Angeles, which 

revealed that teachers of high-track classes viewed 

themselves as having a higher position and teaching 

abilities superior to teachers who taught in the low-track 

curriculum. She also illustrated teachers' attitudes toward 

high- and low-track classes in the tacit statement made by 

teachers who had to teach at both levels, "We all get some 

plums, and we all get some lemons" (p. ). The majority of 

teachers at this school indicated a preference for teaching 

high-track classes. They understood that someone had to 



teach the low-track students but preferred not to do so 

themselves. 
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Oakes (1986) identified instruction time and teacher 

quality as factors that revealed differences in teachers' 

attitudes toward high- and low-track students. Students in 

high tracks had better classroom opportunities, and teachers 

in high tracks set aside more class time for learning and 

instruction and included a broad range of behaviors likely 

to enhance learning. Oakes summarized her finding through 

one simple premise: Students in high tracks get more; 

students in low tracks get less. 

Kerckhoff's (1986) research on ability grouping in 

British schools solidified Oakes' (1986) assertion. He 

examined schools with and without formal internal 

stratification. The study revealed that students in high

track programs achieved more than low-track students. 

DeVos' (1989) findings explained that introducing 

ability grouping produced an increase in the variance 

between achievement levels of high and low achievers. 

Differentiation in instruction occurred when ability 

grouping was introduced. As a result, low-achieving 

students met lower standards and chose a lower achievement 

level. Conversely, high-achieving students met higher 

achievement standards and chose a higher achievement level. 

This effect occurs through the combination of two factors: 



different standards in the two groups and greater teacher 

attention to high-achieving students. 
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Klaczynski (1991) also pointed out that college 

preparatory students, because they had the most to gain from 

the educational system, were also more likely to be 

committed to it. If this premise is valid, then the 

opposite could be inferred for students in the lower tracks. 

This might help to explain teachers' negative attitudes 

toward low-track students. 

Another stigmatizing factor of tracking is clearly seen 

in how students perceive themselves and their peers' 

perception of them. Students in low tracks view themselves 

in a negative manner and have very low self-esteem. Kelly's 

(1975) research argued that tracking position is directly 

related to self-esteem, and as track position decreases, 

self-esteem also decreases. 

Finally, Schwartz (1981) pointed out that teachers of 

low-track students emphasize behavior more than achievement. 

Low-track teachers are less demanding and more indifferent. 

Teachers also tend to establish different reward and 

punishment systems for high and low classes. Students in 

high-rank sectors are touched or praised for their behavior 

and performance twice as often as their low-ranked peers. 

Teachers also personalize their interactions with high-track 
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students and avoid interpersonal interactions with the low

class sectors. 

Tracking and Minority Students 

Tracking systems function in principle by grouping 

students homogeneously according to a set of prescribed 

criteria. The separation of students in this process has 

proven to include more minority students in the lower-class 

track than whites. Meares' (1990) article made the point 

that in the past public schools were the institutions 

selected most often to achieve racial equality and 

integration. However, she claimed that this system is 

failing and, in fact, is nurturing racial and class 

isolation because of its tracking system. Meares further 

contended that the educational system failed to serve 

minorities and at-risk students. She supported her 

arguments by enumerating several factors: (1) low 

expectations for student performance, (2) inadequate 

resources, (3) uneven quality of teaching staff, (4) absence 

of close school/home connection, and (5) the inadequacy of 

school programs. Meares expanded her arguments to show that 

in the upper tracks students were disproportionately white, 

while in the lower tracks they were disproportionately 

minorities. In addition, vast differences in classrooms" 

social milieus, student experiences, and course content 

existed. 



Other implications of the disproportionate numbers of 

minorities being affected by tracking were illustrated in 

Braddock's (1990) work. He formed profiles of national 

distributions of prevalence between whites and minority 

groups. His data were collected from the High School and 

Beyond Study (author, year) and the National Longitudinal 

Study of the High School Class of 1972 (author, year) in 

comparison to students in 1982. His work resulted in the 

following conclusions. 

1. Black students participated in vocational track 

programs at a 34% higher rate than whites. 

2. Hispanic students were in the vocational track at a 

rate 52% higher than whites. 

38 

3. Any gain in percentage by minority students in academic 

programs was actually a misrepresentation based on the 

fact that the number of white students in academic 

classes was decreasing; thus, minorities were achieving 

no real gain in movement into the academic tracks. 

Hilliard (1986) suggested that systems of ability 

tracking had the same consequences as the previous systems 

of segregation by race. He further contended that the 

control of education for oppressed (minority) populations 

has always been totally in the hands of members of the 

privileged populations, that educational equity practices 



are atheoretical, and that educators appear to make little 

or no use of them. 

Rendon and Mathews (1989) illustrated the effects of 

tracking on students. 
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In Kindergarten, very little difference was noted 

among youngsters. 

By third grade, the slow group was six months 

behind in math and science. 

By sixth grade, the slow group was one year behind 

in math and science. 

By eighth grade, the slow group was two years 

behind. 

By twelfth grade, the slow group was three years 

behind. 

Finally, Persell's (1977) research on education and 

equality led to the following conclusion about the effects 

of tracking on lower-class and minority students. 

1. Teacher expectations are affected by testing and 

tracking, procedures which are themselves biased 

against lower-class and minority children. 

2. Teachers are more likely to hold negative expectations 

for lower-class and minority children than for middle

class and white children. 



3. Given the less-powerful position of lower-class and 

minority children in society, they appear to be more 

influenced by teacher expectations. 
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4. The educational experiences of lower-class and minority 

children work to depress their academic achievement, 

while the educational encounters of white middle-class 

students help them to achieve. 

Current Practices in Tracking 

Social power is maintained by the distribution of 

knowledge in schools, and schools are controlled by the most 

powerful individuals in society. High-status knowledge, as 

defined by Apple (1987), is the academic knowledge provided 

by secondary schools that allows students access to 

universities. The distribution of knowledge is uneven to 

the extent that high-status knowledge is distributed 

disproportionately within the levels or tracks, and the. 

tracking system is the process that allows students to be 

sorted into different academic niches. Oakes (1986) found 

that tracking excluded the majority, 60% of all high school 

seniors, from the top track. McCabe (1989) reported that 

only 37.9% of American high school students were enrolled in 

an academic curriculum, yet 71% proceeded to some form of 

postsecondary education. 

One assumption teachers make as a result of tracking is 

that grouping will meet students' individual needs. Winn 



and Wilson (1983) identified three tracking techniques and 

associated attitudes regarding low-track students. 
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1. Students in low tracks experienced a different level of 

instruction and were presented a different level of 

content material. 

2. certain categories of analysis were made available to 

upper-level students but were withheld from lower ones. 

3. Teachers tended to employ dull, unimaginative 

instructional approaches with slower groups. 

Secondary School Retention 

Hispanic students are dropping out of high school at 

alarming rates. The u.S. Department of Education (1987) 

placed the Hispanic dropout rate at 17%. Donato, Lucas, and 

Henze (1990) asserted that among minority students, high 

dropout rates, poor attendance records, and the small number 

of students continuing to postsecondary education all attest 

to the failure of most high schools to meet the diverse 

needs of the minority student population. The work of 

Rendon and Mathews (1989) indicated that by 10th grade, 48% 

of black and 45% of Hispanic students in California had 

dropped out of high school. This was due in part to the 

disproportionate number of minority students in low-track 

programs where they were taught obedience, deference, 

routine, and mechanical learning. 



Rendon and Mathews (1989) also reported that the 

National Resource Group of the Carnegie Corporation's 

Quality Education for Minorities project group (1988) 

revealed nine major reasons that minorities dropped out of 

high school. 
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1. A lack of identification with counselors and teachers-

people who made the children feel welcome and accepted 

their culture. 

2. Poor attitude and low expectations from teachers--the 

mind set that minority students cannot learn, so they 

are dismissed as dumb, ignorant, and uneducable. 

3. A lack of support systems--teachers suppress children's 

curiosity and spirit for learning. 

4. Unclear goals and inadequate academic preparation--not 

understanding the connection between what occurs in 

school and in real life (youngsters leave school with 

no skills, and those remaining in school observe this 

and feel frustration and disappointment. 

s. Feelings of failure--students first drop out 

psychologically and then stop trying. 

6. Undefined values--leading to drugs, gangs, and 

violence. 

7. Problems at home with parents, siblings, and peers. 
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8. Uninvolved parents--schools have not made parents feel 

welcome or provided mechanisms to help them get 

involved. 

9. Students being taught by new, inexperienced, low-yield 

teachers, many of whom are teaching outside their 

field. 

Hispanic students are far less likely than majority or 

even most minority students to complete high school or 

graduate with their age group. Attrition rates, which tend 

to understate the extent of the problem, show that the 1978 

high school completion rate for Mexican Americans who were 

25 years of age or older was 34% compared to 67% for non

Hispanics over age 25. Hispanic students who did remain in 

school fell behind until 24% of the 14 to 20 year olds were 

enrolled two grades behind their classmates. Only 9% of 

Anglo students were two years behind their same age peers 

(Oliver, 1986). 

The education reform movements of the 1980s failed to 

recognize the dropout dilemma and thus exacerbated the 

problem. Medina (1988) cited the work of McDill et al. 

(1987) relating three consequences of this oversight. 

First, restricted core-curriculum requirements may 

have limited these students' opportunities by 

exposing them to repeated academic failure. 

Secondly, lengthening the school day and assigning 



more homework may have created economic and 

academic conflict for those students who need to 

work to stay in school. Finally, raising academic 

standards may have resulted in perceptions by at

risk students that these standards were 

unobtainable. If this occurred, these students 

may have disengaged from school, becoming more 

apathetic and finally dropping out. (p. 345) 

Higher Education Student Retention 
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Minority students who fail to attend college or drop 

out cite several reasons: (1) lack of family support, 

perhaps as a result of parents' level of educational 

attainment and a resulting negative attitude about college, 

(2) socioeconomic status, and (3) a poor high school 

preparatory program (Von Destinon, 1988). 

Student retention and its opposite, attrition, generate 

cause for concern for higher education. Presently, there is 

a decline in traditional minority college-age students. The 

Hispanic Association of Colleges and Universities (HACU) 

(1990) noted that in 1990, only 30.9% of the 1,450,000 

Hispanic high school graduates enrolled in higher education 

compared to 35.8% in 1976. Another reason for concern is 

that students who drop out of college often experience 

financial setbacks, emotional disappointments, and a 

lowering of career goals. 
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The HACU report (1990) also revealed that in 1987, 19% 

of white non-Hispanics had annual incomes of $48,710 and 

above, while only 7 percent of Hispanics fit that category. 

Twenty percent of white non-Hispanics were in the lowest 

income quartile, while 45% of Hispanics occupied that rank. 

HACU reported that when Hispanics youths feel the basic 

necessities of life are out of reach, dropping out of high 

school or sacrificing college plans to go to work is the 

only means of escaping poverty. Because of the low 

socioeconomic status of many Chicano families, students 

leave school to contribute to the family finances. Nielsen 

(1986) discussed "pullout" students, those who leave school 

because of economic opportunities that allow them to 

contribute to their families' income. Tinto (1990) 

explained that students from the working class or 

disadvantaged backgrounds leave college because they are 

unable to bear the full cost, direct and indirect, of going 

to college. Others are forced to attend part-time because 

of financial limitations. Parents' income is critical to 

the academic performance and persistence of Chicano students 

(Munoz, 1986). 

A second area related to family support involves the 

family's attitude toward college. Webster (1985) reported 

that parents of lower socioeconomic status had more positive 

attitudes toward higher education and more confidence in 
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education as a means of upward mobility than their children. 

Yet, families with few financial resources were more likely 

to encourage their children to work rather than attending 

college. 

The third reason minority students drop out is lack of 

adequate academic preparation. Levin (1991) noted that 

academic preparation had the greatest impact on at-risk 

minority students' persistence.- Academic preparation 

included high school grade point average and class rank, 

enrollment in college preparatory courses, and good language 

skills and study habits. Coker (1984) expanded this premise 

by suggesting that students see a connection between school 

and their future work. Yet many Mexican-American students 

are poorly prepared in basic skills and, therefore, may not 

meet the criteria for the education or jobs they desire. 

Minority and low socioeconomic status students are 

disproportionately enrolled in low-track classes, thus 

reducing the likelihood of being enrolled in advanced 

academic classes (Oakes, 1990). The resulting lack of basic 

skills often requires remediation, thereby postponing 

graduation and increasing the probability of attrition 

(Cortese, 1985). Data from the u.s. Department of Education 

(1987) indicated that Hispanic students are increasingly 

enrolling in two-year institutions. Yet, they are 

graduating at the alarming rate of only 7.6%. For minority 
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students, the community college is often the only vehicle of 

opportunity to attain a college education, and concerted 

efforts by institutions are needed to lower attrition rates. 

Community colleges must not become an academic graveyard for 

minority students. 

Summary 

The literature on tracking provides insights into 

whether the process is justifiable in an educational 

setting. Critics argue that tracking serves to perpetuate 

stratification and inequality among students beginning at an 

early age. This is accomplished through selection and 

allocation procedures as well as through a psychological 

process of legitimatizing segregation among students 

(Schafer & Olexa, 1971). Tracking provides a ranking system 

among students (Finley, 1984) that leads to inappropriate 

comparisons and serves as a basis for self-image and 

evaluation in hierarchical terms. 



CHAPTER 3 

DESIGN AND PROCEDURE 

This chapter describes the research design and 
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procedures utilized in the study: (1) the research setting, 

(2) the population, (3) the treatment (tracking), (4) the 

instrumentation, (5) the procedures for data collection, and 

(6) analysis of the data. The design and procedures are 

devised to allow certain factors to be analyzed 

descriptively to determine their effects upon Hispanic 

students' high school and postsecondary education. The 

study also provides some indicators that permitted students 

to succeed academically at the community college level in 

spite of the effects of the high school tracking system. 

The Research Setting 

The setting for this study was centered around local 

high school students who matriculated to Cochise College. 

Both institutions are located in southeastern Arizona 

adjacent to the Mexican border. 

The high school (grades 9 through 12) historically 

enrolled between 1,200 and 1,300 students per year. In 

1993, the student body was 93% Hispanic, 5% Anglo, and 1%' 

was categorized as Other. 
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Cochise College is a community college serving the 

people of Cochise County. It consists of two campuses, one 

in Sierra Vista and the other between the towns of Douglas 

and Bisbee. Table 1 illustrates the ethnic profile of 

Cochise College students for Spring 1993 by campus. 

The Study Population 

This investigation involved 15 outlying students from a 

local high school who graduated in the Spring of 1990 or 

1991 and subsequently attended Cochise College. 

In Fall of 1991 and 1992, a total of 91 graduates from 

this local high school enrolled at Cochise College. Of this 

number, 54 had been in the low-track placement (general 

education), and 37 were from the high-track (college 

preparatory) program. There were 48 males and 43 females. 

Seventy-three reported Hispanic origins, while 15 were 

Anglo, and 3 were classified as Other. Others were defined 

as non-white and non-Hispanic. 

From the original group of 54 low-track placement 

students, 39 were eliminated due to their failure to meet 

the research criterion of postsecondary success, i.e., 

completing a minimum of 24 units with a 2.0 GPA. This 

group's GPA for 24 units of college work ranged from a high 

of 1.8 to .85 .. The remaining 15 students, called outlyers 

or outlying students, were selected for this research. 

Outlying students are those who were placed in low-track 



Table 1 

Ethnic Profile of Cochise College Students by Campus 

Ethnicity 

White 

Hispanic 

African American 

Asian/Pacific Islander 

Native American 

Other/Unreported 

Douglas 

Campus 

40% 

50% 

1% 

3% 

1% 

5% 

Sierra Vista 

Campus 

69% 

8% 

7% 

4% 

1% 

11% 

50 
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levels (general education) of their high school curriculum 

and subsequently succeeded in their postsecondary academic 

endeavors at Cochise College. The subjects (seven males and 

eight females) were all of Hispanic origin and lived in the 

same geographic area. 

The Treatment 

Every student who enters the local high school is 

placed in either the Plan A (college preparatory) or Plan B 

(vocational) curriculum program. Placement is determined by 

junior high school achievement scores and recommendations 

from teachers and counselors. Table 2, taken from the high 

school student handbook, openly illustrates the high 

school's tracking process. 

Plan B students are grouped homogeneously; take course 

work directed toward vocational occupations; and as a result 

of teacher staffing, may receive an uneven quality of 

instruction. The majority of Plan B students are 

minorities, have low expectation levels (a by-product of the 

tracking system), and hold a poor view of the educational 

process. 

Conversely, Plan A students are most often white, 

exhibit high performance levels and high self-esteem, are 

viewed positively by teachers and administrators, and see 

the educational process as a vehicle for social 

mobilization. 
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Table 2 

Graduation Requirements for Plan A and Plan B High School 

Students· 

UNIVERSITY 
ADMISSION 

CREDITS REQUIREMENTS 

English 4 English 2-8 

Math 3 Algebra and above 

Science 3 Earth Science and 

above 

Physical Education/ 

Health 1 

U.S. History 1 

Civics/Free Enterprise/ 

Arizona Government 1.5 

World History/Geography 1 

Plan A or B*· 2 

Computer 1 Recommended for Plan 

A Students 

Typing 1 Recommended for Plan 

A Students 

Fine Arts/Vocational 1 

22 credits are required for high school graduation .. 

** Plan A: 2 courses of a foreign language; Plan B: 2 

courses of an approved vocational course 



Tracking creates a system of educational inequality 

that drastically affects the Plan B students' educational 

and employment outlook. 

Instrumentation 

53 

Two types of instruments, in conjunction with direct 

examination of public school and college records, were used 

to elicit information concerning students within the 

research setting. The first was a survey instrument 

consisting of questions drawn from the Comparative 

Institutional Research Program (CIRP) Freshmen Survey (1983) 

(see Appendix A). The CIRP Freshmen Survey began in the 

Fall of 1966 and was used nationally by approximately 300 

colleges and universities. The case samples provided basic 

data for the national normative computations. The survey 

questionnaire was designed for full-time students entering 

college immediately following graduation from high school. 

Data collected from each student included (1) demographic 

characteristics, e.g., age; ge~der; racial/ethnic group; 

marital status; and parents' education, occupation, and 

income; (2) secondary school background, including grades, 

courses taken, and self-assessment of academic preparation; 

(3) college finances, including reliance on family, 

government, and institution; (4) orientation toward colle"ge, 

including reasons for choosing a college and self

predictions about grades and degree completion; and (5) 



aspirations, including probable college major, career 

preference, highest degree sought, and life goals. 
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The second instrument consisted of personal interviews 

conducted by the researcher (see Appendix B). The purpose 

of this method was to elicit answers from the subjects in a 

free, open environment, allowing them to elaborate on their 

own experiences rather than selecting from among stated 

alternatives. Biklen (1973) identified this method as the 

in-depth interview or the unstructured interview. The 

interviewer follows a loose structure derived from a 

research problem. The interviews for this study were 

derived and expanded from questions in the CIRP (1983) 

survey. Interview focused upon six areas: (1) college 

choice (retention), (2) college preparedness (tracking 

effects), (3) parental/family support (the lack of family 

support is viewed as one of the most serious hindrances to 

students' ability to learn) (Metropolitan Life Survey of the 

American Teacher, 1992), (4) faculty interaction (the 

institution's effect on the students), (5) aspirations, and 

(6) researcher's conclusions. 

Outlying students' education records were examined for 

the following factors: (1) junior high school attended, (2) 

track placement, (3) high school rank and grade point 

average, and (4) course loads at Cochise College with an 

emphasis on the number of units taken compared to the number 



of units passed in conjunction with the students' grade 

point averages. 

The Procedure for Data Collection 
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Data about the outlying student participants were 

collected through three means: (1) a retention survey, (2) 

a personal interview about tracking, and (3) direct 

examination of the students' high school and college 

education records. 

The retention survey (see Appendix C) was administered 

to each subject at the time of the personal interview. The 

subjects were instructed that their names would not be used 

and that they would in no manner be identified. 

The second method of data collection involved in-depth 

interviews (Biklen, 1973). This type of interview does not 

use a formal interview schedule with a fixed choice response 

format; rather, the questions are open-ended and contingent 

upon the subject's unstructured responses. The open-ended 

nature of this approach permits subjects to answer from 

their own reference rather than one structured by a pre

arranged or ordered response. The purpose of this type of 

interview is to allow subjects to express their thoughts on 

the research topic freely. 

The in-depth interview technique provides the 

researcher with the ability to conduct an exploratory study 
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that seeks to understand a process from the insider's point 

of view. 

The interviewer developed an interview guide to elicit 

responses relevant to the research questions in the study. 

This technique functioned to stabilize the instrument and to 

ensure that complete data were gathered (Mann, 1985). The 

interviews were conducted in person and in an informal 

manner--the only appropriate approach given the unstructured 

research style of an in-depth interview. The ability to 

make eye contact and to observe facial expressions and body 

language facilitated the interview process. Most 

importantly, however, the in-person interviews allowed the 

interviewer to establish a sense of rapport with the 

informant. 

Each interview, in conjunction with the survey, was 

conducted in one meeting. Second interviews were scheduled 

as needed for purposes of clarification. 

The final data collection procedure consisted of direct 

examination of the subjects' high school and college 

educational records. Permission was obtained from public 

school and college administrators to examine the subjects' 

permanent files. Track placement, grade point averages, and 

class ranks were identified from public school records. 

College records were used to evaluate community college 

academic progress. Items such as the number of units passed 



and the number of courses taken for remediation were 

counted, and the subjects' major field of study and grade 

point averages were evaluated. 

Analysis of the Data 
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The purpose of this study was to determine what factors 

separated outlying students from their counterparts in terms 

of academic success at the postsecondary level, particularly 

the community college. Therefore, the analysis of data 

involved searching for those factors that allowed these 

students to succeed academically in spite of the effects of 

tracking. 

The retention survey data supplied the researcher with 

demographic information, secondary school background, family 

finances, college orientation and aspirations of the 

subjects. This information was used to provide a 

descriptive picture of the subjects. The items were also 

analyzed to determine how these factors may have contributed 

to their postsecondary academic success. The researcher 

compared the outlying students' data with those of other 

low-track students as described in Chapter 2 to identify 

differences between the research subjects and nationally 

defined low-track students. 

The tracking interviews were analyzed through a coding 

system that sorted commonalities among the subjects (Bogden 

& Biklen, 1982). Coding indicates that when an interview 
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segment contains data specific to a topic, the response is 

coded to specify those data. All responses relating to a 

topic were assigned a similar code. This permitted 

frequency counts of the responses, creating indices for the 

researcher to examine for cumulation. The data analysis is 

somewhat subjective based on the sensitivity of the 

interviewees and the nature of the information received. 

Miles and Huberman (1984) stated that "data from some 

informants are 'better' because of the informants' knowledge 

and circumstances" (p. ) . 

The data gathered through the examination of public 

school records were compiled in tables and charts to allow a 

clear portrayal of the students within the tracking system. 

The data from the community college records were used to 

check for student persistence, remedial course work, and any 

relating factors, e.g., GPA. 



CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

The Findings 
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The purpose of the study was to explain the academic 

success of low-track Hispanic students at a local community 

college. Presented in this Chapter are the results from the 

student responses on the (a) students' high school and 

college permanent record files, (b) Student Information 

Forms, and (c) student interviews. 

Originally, the research sample consisted of 15 

students. This number was reduced to 13 when two students 

withdrew from Cochise College and moved to Mexico. Another 

student who moved from the local area was mailed a copy of 

the Student Information Form and interviewed by phone. The 

remainder of the students in the study completed the Student 

Information Form and were personally interviewed by the 

researcher. 

Participants were also videotaped by the researcher 

during the interview process. This provided a means for 

recalling and reevaluating students' responses. Two 

stu.dents, at the request of their parents, chose not to be 

videotaped. No specific reasons were given for the requests 

except that the parents in each instance wanted to ensure 
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that their children's responses would be held in strict 

confidence. Their main concern was that the research 

results would offend faculty or administrators at the 

community college and result in reprisals or negative 

feelings toward their children. Although they were assured 

that all information was strictly confidential and that data 

would not be represented in a manner that could link 

responses to a specific student, this explanation did not 

alter their feeling. Therefore, the two students were not 

videotaped. 

Student Demographics 

The information provided in Table 3 was obtained by 

examining the students' high school and college permanent 

academic records. Students were identified by alphabetical 

symbols (A-M) , and their graduating class ranks and grade 

point averages (GPAs) were evaluated. 

College GPA represented the grade point average for 

units completed during the 1990-91 or 1991-92 academic year. 

A minimum of 24 units was required for inclusion in the 

sample. 

The class rank was higher for the students who 

graduated from high school in 1990, a class of 223. The 

highest ranked 78 and the lowest ranked 156. The class of 

1991 consisted of 256 students, and those in the survey 

ranked lower with the highest at 123 and the lowest at 224. 



Table 3. Student Demographics 

College High No. of 'l"est-
GPA for School High College Remedial Retest 

Student Units Class School Units Classes Reading 
1.D. Gender Completed' Rank GPA Completed Major Completed Scores 

A M 2.10/4.0 156/223 2.00/4.0 26 Pro/Pilot 2 reading 9.2/11.6 
1 math 

1 English 

B M 2.33/4.0 90/223 2.65/4.0 26 Lib Arts none 11.8 

C F 2.15/4.0 216/256 1.75/4.0 32 Bus Adm 2 reading 7.5/11.5 
2 math 

2 English 

D M 2.46/4.0 224/256 1.68/4.0 24 Lib Arts 2 reading 8.9/11.6 
2 math 

1 English 

E M 2.73/4.0 123/256 2.46/4.0 26 Lib Arts 1 reading 8.1/11.8 
1 math 

1 English 

F F 2.45/4.0 118/256 2.56/4.0 31 Soc Svcs 1 math 11.8 

G M 2.93/4.0 78/223 2.88/4.0 32 Pre-Ed none 12.2 

H M 2.23/4.0 142/223 2.17/4.0 26 Pre-Ed 1 math 11.5 
1 English 

I M 2.41/4.0 133/256 2.37/4.0 24 Elec 'l"ech 1 reading 11.0/12.5 
1 English 

J F 2.20/4.0 89/223 2.66/4.0 30 Bus Adm 1 reading 11. 0/13.6 
1 math 

1 English 

K F 2.58/4.0 82/223 2.68/4.0 24 Lib Arts 2 reading 10.2/12.2 
1 English 

L F 2.62/4.0 142/256 2.18/4.0 31 Psych 1 math 12.1 
1 English 

M M 2.45/4.0 148/256 2.13/4.0 30 Phys Ed 2 reading 8.5/12.8 
2 math 

2 English 

• Reflects remedial coursework 

0\ 
I-' 
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The students' high school grade point average reflected 

a similar trend with the members of the class of 1990, 

scoring slightly higher than those graduating in 1991. The 

class of 1990 ranged from a high of 2.88 to a low of 2.00 on 

a scale of 4.0, resulting in a class mean of 2.44. The 

class of 1991 ranged from a high of 2.56 to a low of 1.68 on 

the scale of 4.0, with a class mean of 2.12. The class 

rankings and student GPAs seem to indicate that Cochise 

College may have attracted better prepared low-track 

students from the class of 1990 than from the class of 1991. 

The students' college major was obtained from the 

college's registration form for each student. 

The data in Table 3 related to remedial classes 

indicate the number and type of remedial courses each 

student completed. All incoming freshmen are required to 

take a College Placement Exam in three areas: reading, 

mathematics, and English. 

All the students except Band G were required to take 

one or more remedial English class. The reading placement 

test used is the Nelson-Denny Form E or F. All Cochise 

College students must read at the 11.5 grade level in order 

to graduate. Information related to the students' reading 

scores denotes the reading levels of the students when they 

were first tested, e.g., a 9.2 grade level, and when they 

were retested after remediation in reading, e.g., 11.6. 
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Only one score indicates that the student read at or above 

the required level of 11.5 when first tested. The math 

placement exam is a self-developed document adopted from 

Northern Arizona University's math placement test. English 

placement is determined by the student's writing on one of 

four specific pre-chosen specific topics. The essay is 

evaluated by the English Department and the student is 

placed in the appropriate class level. 

The students' grade point averages at the community 

college were computed using the criteria for outlying 

students. The students must have successfully completed at 

least 24 units during two semesters with a minimum grade 

point average of 2.0 on a scale of 4.0. The college GPA for 

students from the class of 1990 ranged from a high of 2.93 

for 32 units to a low of 2.10 for 26 units, resulting in a 

mean GPA of 2.51. 

The college grade point average for the class of 1991 

ranged from a high of 2.73 for 26 units to a low of 2.13 for 

30 units, with a class mean of 2.43. These data (1990 class 

mean of 2.51 compared to 1991 class mean of 2.43) further 

indicated that the class of 1990 may have been better 

prepared academically than their counterparts in 1991. For 

all students within each grouping, their mean college GPA 

was higher than their mean high school GPA. The high school 



64 

mean for 1990 was 2.44, with a college mean of 2.51 and the 

1991 high school mean was 2.12 with a college mean of 2.43. 

It should also be noted that of the 13 students in the 

study, nine had higher college GPAs than had been attained 

in high school while four students were lower (see Table 4) . 

This seems incongruent with the findings of Astin and 

Burciaga (1981) who suggested that precollegiate education 

was one of the most critical areas to strengthen if Chicano 

students were to persist at the university level. A 

student's academic performance at the secondary level, 

measured by grade point average and class rank, is a 

significant predictor of undergraduate college grades and 

persistence. 

Of the 13 students involved in this research, 11 

required remedial course work. All but two of the students 

(Student B and Student G) took at least one remedial course 

in English before they progressed to freshman-level English 

101, which meets their requirements for English and is 

transferable to four-year institutions. 

Eight of the students were enrolled in the remedial 

reading program. Of these, five required two classes to 

raise their reading and comprehension levels, while the 

other three needed only one class to increase their reading 

level to the required 11.5 grade level. All of the students 
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Table 4 

Comparison of High School and College GPAs 

Student High School College 

I.D. GPA GPA Results 

A 2.00 2.10 Higher 

B 2.65 2.33 Lower 

C 1. 75 2.15 Higher 

D 1. 68 2.46 Higher 

E 2.46 2.73 Higher 

F 2.56 2.45 Lower 

G 2.88 2.93 Higher 

H 2.17 2.23 Higher 

I 2.37 2.41 Higher 

J 2.66 2.20 Lower 

K 2.68 2.58 Lower 

L 2.18 2.62 Higher 

M 2.13 2.45 Higher 



who were involved in the reading program showed a 

significant improvement in their reading abilities. 
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Students M, E, D, and C, respectively, showed the greatest 

gains, with skill-level increases of three to four grade 

levels. Eight students also were required to improve their 

math skills by enrolling in remedial courses (those lower 

than Math 110, Intermediate Algebra). Three of the students 

needed two courses in remedial math before they were 

competent enough to enroll in freshman-level math. 

It is apparent that the students who participated in 

this research were in need of remediation to succeed in 

their academic endeavors. This also predicts future 

problems for these students. Wyatt's (1992) research

indicated that academic deficiencies result in higher 

dropout rates because students are generally less well 

prepared for college. 

The Student Information Sheet 

Participants in this research completed a Student 

Information Form as part of the data gathering process. The 

form contained 15 questions which could be categorized into 

three general descriptive areas: (1) the students' and 

parents' financial situation, (2) the students' perceptions 

of their academic abilities and the personal characteristics 

of themselves and their parents, and (3) the students' 
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perception of the factor or factors that most affected their 

success at Cochise College. 

Questions 2, 3, 4, 8, 9, and 13 on the Student 

Information Form provided the data for Section A, the 

students' and parents' financial situation and income. 

Of the 13 students involved in this study, 12 received 

the majority of the funds required to attend college 

(approximately $3,600 per year) from federal grants and 

loans. Three received minor help ($500 or less per year) 

from their parents. Only one student (Student B) responded 

that his parents provided the sole source of income to pay 

for attending college. Table 5 provides a breakdown of 

actual sources of income for each student. 

The student's alphabetical designation appears in the 

column for each source of income. Grants were obtained from 

the need-based Federal Pell Grant program, and students 

received amounts ranging from $275 to $1,050 per semester. 

Nine students received guaranteed student loans from 

the Federal government's student assistance program. These 

loans, which ranged from $500 to $1,750 per year, must be 

repaid when the student graduates or drops out of school. 

Therefore, the funds can be used for any purpose. Three 

students used the money received from loans to purchase a 

car to provide transportation to campus. 



68 

Table 5 

Sources of Student Income 

Work/ 

Parents Grants Loans Savings 

B (all All except C, E, G, H, B ($200) 

costs) Student B. I, J, K, L, D ($500) 

C ($500 or Grants M. Loans I ($1,000) 

less) ranged from ranged from 

F ($500 or $275 per $500 per 

less) semester to year to 

I ($500 or $1,050 per $1,750 per 

less) semester. year. 
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Only two students applied earnings from part-time jobs 

toward the cost of college. Student B earned very little 

($200), while Student I earned a substantial amount ($1,000) 

toward school expenses. It should be noted that other 

students worked but chose to use their earnings for other 

needs. 

Only Student D used money from his saving account 

($500) to help pay for his college costs. The majority of 

the students in this study did not have saving accounts! 

Question 9 asked the students whether lack of financial 

aid would have affected their college attendance. Ten 

replied they would not have been able to attend college, and 

all would have sought employment in the work field. 

Students F and I stated that they would have still attended 

college but would have sought jobs to help cover their 

expenses. 

Question 13 revealed the annual income of the students' 

parents. Table 6 stratifies the parents' annual incomes 

from lowest to highest. 

Eight of the students fell under the poverty level for 

annual income, while five were in the middle-class income 

category. Student B, whose parents earned $40,000 annually, 

was the only student who relied solely on his parents' 

support to pay for the cost of college. 



Table 6 

Parents' Annual Income 

Student I.D. 

A, I, M, D 

H, L 

K, G 

J 

C, E, F 

B 

Parents' Annual Income 

$ 8,000 

$12,500 

$15,000 

$25,000 

$30,000 

$40,000 

70 
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Each of the students who participated in this research 

indicated that others in their family also depended on their 

parents for support. Two students had five other family 

members, two had four, five had three, one had two, and 

three had one sibling depending on their parents for 

support. These other dependents limited or decreased the 

amount of family support toward the students' college costs. 

Five of the students had one brother or sister attending 

college, and three others had two siblings in school. 

Oliver (1986) indicated that low-income students, because 

their families frequently have fewer resources, are 

particularly affected by the uncertainty of financial 

assistance. 

Section B utilized responses to Questions 1, 5, 6, 7, 

10, 11, 12, and 14 to focus on how the students viewed 

themselves academically and what factors influenced or 

pressured them into attending college. The questions for 

this section also provided data related to the students' 

degree goals and the educational levels attained by their 

parents. 

Questions 5, 6, and 10, respectively, asked for the 

students' perception of their average grade in high school, 

what they thought their academic rank was, and how they 

would rate themselves compared to the average person of 

their age. They rated themselves on academic ability, 
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mathematical and writing skills, self-confidence, and 

popularity. The students gave themselves an average grade 

of no lower than C. Students C, E, G, I, J, and K felt 

they were B students or better. The highest high school GPA 

among this group was achieved by Student G, a 2.88 on a 

scale of 4.0 (B-). Student C had one of the lowest high 

school GPAs, 1.75 (C-) yet considered herself an above

average student. Students A, B, D, F, L, M, and Y 

considered themselves C+ or C students. Of this group, 

Student B had the highest GPA, 2.65, and Student D had the 

lowest, 1.68. These seven students gave themselves an 

average grade more reflective of their high school grades 

than the first six students. 

All respondents perceived that they were at least 

average students. This is in contrast to the way most low

track students view themselves. Oakes (1985) pointed out 

that students in low tracks had lower aspirations, felt more 

negative about themselves academically, and expressed more 

feelings of general unworthiness than did students in "higher 

classes. 

The students' perceptions of their academic rank within 

their graduating class were similar to their perceptions of 

their average high school grades; however, Students A and D 

ranked themselves much lower while Students E and G 



maintained their high academic opinion. Table 7 provides 

the students' rankings in percentiles. 
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In fact, none of the students in this research 

graduated in the top 20% of their class. Their feelings may 

be explained by the fact that they were comparing their 

grades and test scores to other students in the low-track 

curricula, thereby judging their performance against similar 

students rather than students in both tracks. Oakes (1985) 

found that many low-track students did not express lower 

levels of satisfaction with their achievement despite 

evidence that they were at the bottom of a hierarchical 

school structure. 

Question 10 asked the students to rate themselve~ 

compared to other people of their age. Again, a majority of 

the students ranked themselves above average in most of the 

ability columns. Table 8 illustrates the students' 

responses. 

The responses indicated that all students were 

generally self-confident in the estimation of their 

abilities. The most striking items, in light of the 

students' low-track background, were how the students rated 

themselves in the categories "drive to achieve" and "social 

self-confidence. II In both areas, three students rated 

themselves in the highest 10%; none rated themselves below 

average. In no other categories did the students rate 



Table 7 

Perceptions of Academic Rankings 

Percentile 

Top 20% 

Second 20% 

Middle 20% 

Fourth 20% 

Lowest 20% 

Student I.D. 

E, G 

none 

B, C, F, H, I, J, K, L, M 

D 

A 
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Table 8 

Students' Perceptions of Their Abilities and Characteristics Compared to Others 

of Their A~ 

Popu- Intel-

larity lectual Social 

Leader- with Public Self- Self-

Student Academic Artistic Drive to ship Math Popu- Opposite Speaking Confi- Confi- Writing 

1.0. Ability Ability Achieve Ability Ability larity Sex Ability dence dence Skills 

A Average Below Above Above Average Above Average Above Above Above Average 
Average Average Average Average Average Average Average 

B Average Above Average Above Above Average Average Average Average Average Below 
Average Average Average Average 

C Average Below Highest Average Average Average Below Below Average Highest Average 
Average 10% Average Average 10% 

0 Average Average Average Average Average Average Average Average Average Average Average 

E Above Above Above Average Above Average Above Average Highest Highest Average 
Average Average Average Average Average 10% 10% 

F Above Above Above Highest Above Above Average Highest Highest Highest Above 
Average Average Average 10% Average Average 10% 10% 10% Average 

G Above Above Highest Above Above Above Above Above Above Highest Above 
Average Average 10% Average Average Average Average Average Average 10% Average 

H Average Below Highest Highest Below Average Average Highest Average Average Average 
Average 10% 10% Average 10% 

I Highest Above Average Average Average Average Above Average Highest Above Average 
10% Average Average 10% Average 

J Above Above Above Average Average Average Average Above Above Above Above 
Average Average Average Average Average Average Average 

K Average Average Average Above Below Above Average Average Average Above Average 
Average Average Average Average 

L Average Average Average Average Above Above Above Average Average Above Average 
Average Average Average Average 

M Average Average Average . Average Average Above Above Average Average Above Average 
Average Average Average 

-...J 
U1 



themselves so high. These self-ratings may indicate a 

personal commitment to achieving their academic goals. 
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One student rated himself below average in writing 

skills. All of the others rated themselves average or 

higher. These ratings are somewhat ambiguous in that all of 

the students except Band G received remediation in English. 

They may also indicate that the remediation process was 

successful. Glazer (1985) deemed support services in the 

form of diagnostic testing, learning centers, courses in 

communication and critical thinking crucial if minorities 

were to be served by American colleges and universities. 

Question 11 in Section B asked the students to indicate 

their future academic plans, specifically the highest -

academic degree they expected to achieve and their immediate 

plans for a degree at the community college. The students' 

responses are reflected in Table 9. 

Ten of the students planned to earn an Associates 

Degree at the community college. Student H planned to earn 

a Vocational Certificate (his major was in the Electronic 

Technician Program), and Students Band L had no plans to 

obtain any degree. 

Eleven students planned to complete four-year degrees; 

four also planned to earn a masters degree. Students C and 

H indicated they would not seek any degree beyond the 

community college level. In view of their relatively low 
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Table 9 

Students' Expectations for Achieving Academic Degrees 

Highest Degree 
Highest Degree Planned at 

Student I.D. Planned This College 

A Masters Associate of 
Arts 

B Masters None 

C Associate of Associate of 
Arts Arts 

D Bachelors Associate of 
Arts 

E Masters Associate of 
Arts 

F Bachelors Associate of 
Arts 

G Bachelors Associate of 
Arts 

H Associate of Associate of 
Arts Arts 

I Bachelors Vocational 
Certificate 

J Masters Associate of 
Arts 

K Bachelors Associate of 
Arts 

L Bachelors None 

M Bachelors Associate of 
Arts 



high school status and the number of remedial classes 

needed, it is somewhat surprising that so many of the 

students said they would seek degrees beyond the community 

college level. Again, their personal commitment to 

achieving success may have allowed them to aspire to an 

advanced degree. 
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Question 14 may provide additional insight into why so 

many students sought advanced degrees. Table 10 illustrates 

the levels of formal education obtained by each student's 

parents. 

Six of the students had at least one parent who had 

some exposure to college. Student C had one parent with a 

college degree, and Student B had one parent with a graduate 

degree. Students A and D indicated that neither of their 

parents had progressed beyond elementary school, and Student 

H's father also fit this category. For nine of the 

students, both parents had at least graduated from high 

school. 

During the interview process, all students indicated 

that their parents wanted them to obtain an education. This 

might explain why so many of the students planned to seek a 

college degree. The fact that most of the parents (77%) at 

lease completed high school may indicate that many of the 

students in this research were atypical low-track students. 

Ballesteros (1986) attributed great importance to a family's 
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Table 10 

Parents' Educational Level 

Father's Mother's 

Educational Educational 

Student I.D. Level· Level • 

A 1 1 

B 8 3 

C 6 3 

D 1 1 

E 3 5 

F 3 3 

G 3 2 

H 1 3 

I 3 3 

J 5 3 

K 3 3 

L 5 3 

M 5 3" 

Key: 

1 = Elem. School or Less 5 = Some College 

2 = Some High School 6 = College Degree 

3 = High School Graduate 7 = Some Graduate School 

4 = Postsecondary Training 8 = Graduate Degree 

Other than College 



education in determining student achievement. Coulson 

(1981) found a high correlation between the socioeconomic 

status and level of education of parents and minority 

students' retention and academic success. Chacon (1982) 

reported that a family's socioeconomic status, largely the 

result of parents' education and occupation, is positively 

associated with progress through college and with few 

academic difficulties. 

80 

Question 14 in Section B asked the students what 

factors influenced their decision to go to college. The 

overriding factors, in order of importance, were (1) my 

parents wanted me to go, (2) to be able to get a better job, 

(3) to be able to make more money, and (4) to prepare myself 

for graduate or professional school. The importance of 

parental influence is congruent with most research. For 

example, Leon and McNeill (1986) found that parental 

influence ranked first for 63% of Chicano students who 

enrolled in college. The other three responses were 

socioeconomic factors that related to job enhancement ·and 

earning a good living. 

The last question, number 15, was not a part of the 

CIRP questionnaire but was added by the researcher to elicit 

information about the students' perception of the support 

system that enabled them achieve academic success at the 

community college. It also provided a good transition to 
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the last data collection process, the Student Interviews. 

When asked the single most important reason for their 

academic success at the community college, the overwhelming 

response indicated classroom instructors. Table 11 lists 

each student's response. In some cases, the students 

identified two factors as being equally important. 

The responses indicated that the college faculty played 

a key role in the academic success of the students. The 

importance of this role was illustrated in Amadeo and 

Martin's (1982) research in which teacher interest ranked 

high as a factor influencing high-achieving Chicanos to earn 

good grades in college. The contribution of a faculty 

member who takes an interest in students cannot be 

underestimated, and for Chicano students the influence, 

especially if it is a Chicano faculty member, appears even 

greater (Von Destinon, 1988). 

Student Interviews 

The last method used to gather data about the students 

was a personal interview. When interviewing a subject, a 

researcher must take into account the themes of self, 

commitment, and human support (Amadeo & Martin, 1982). 

These themes are ranked in descending order by personal 

persistence factors. The student must have a sense of self. 

A sense of self allows for a level of commitment which then 

gives human support usefulness. 



Table 11 

Factors Contributing to Academic Success 

Student I.D. 

A 

B 

C 

D 

E 

F 

G 

H 

I 

J 

K 

L 

M 

Reason(s) for Academic Success 

Teachers' involvement 

Teachers' concern, small classes 

Teachers, reading classes 

The instructors 

Self-motivation 

Parents 

Self-motivation 

Teachers, parents 

Teachers 

Help from instructors 

Parents 

Self-motivation 

Teachers 

82 
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The concept of self is developed by students viewing 

themselves, seeing themselves as others see them, and 

interpreting their actions and life events (Bogdan & Biklen, 

1982) . 

The concept of commitment is a pledge or promise to 

reach one's goals or aspirations. In this study, students 

seemed to exhibit a high level of commitment to achieving 

their goals. 

Human support gives reinforcement to students' 

commitments as they struggle to reach their aspirations. In 

this research, human support was seen most often as parents, 

teachers, and peers. 

The interviews allowed the researcher to form 

descriptive profiles consisting of the students' view of 

themselves, their commitment to going to college, the human 

support responsible for reinforcing them, and their view of 

their high school educational system. They also provided 

the researcher with insight into the students' perception of 

the quality of the college educational system. 

The interview questions were divided into four areas: 

students' perceptions of self, high school preparation, 

students' perception of their college education, and human 

support. The questions selected for discussion here 

represent the majority of views expressed by all 

interviewees. 
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Students' perception of Self. The students' responses 

when asked why they decided to go to college (Question 1) 

are typified by the following quotations: 

I wanted a good job. To get one, you need a good 

education. (Student B) 

I worked part-time in high school, and I knew I 

wanted a better job after high school. (Student 

C) 

I want to get ahead in life, be a success at 

something; I want a good job. (Student E) 

I want to better myself. I'm the first in my 

family to go to college. I want to get a good job 

to help my family. (Student G) 

I want to get further advanced. To do that, I 

needed to go to college. (Student H) 

Students' responses during the interviews indicated 

that they recognized the importance of an education for 

securing gainful employment. 

Questions 1 and 9 were interrelated. Question 9 asked 

the students where they saw themselves five or 10 years from 

now. Their comments provided insight into their future 

ambitions. 



I see myself teaching school at a high school 

somewhere but not in Douglas. (Student G) 

Working at a big TV station in California. I also 

want to get some more education. (Student F) 

I want to be teaching at Douglas High School. I 

set my goals, and I want to continue my education. 

(Student D) 

I want to be working as a mid-manager somewhere. 

I want to be working so I can take care of my son. 

(Student C) 

I want to be working in the health services field. 

I want to be finished with my masters. (Student 

A) 
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All of the students' responses reflected positive self

images of a future in which they anticipated good-paying 

jobs. These responses suggest that the students had 

positive self-images and good self-esteem, two traits that 

are not often found among low-track minority students. 

High School Preparation. Responses related to high 

school preparation were elicited by the researcher using 

Questions 2, 3, 11, and 12. Respectively, these questions 

asked the students to describe their high school education, 

to evaluate the quality of their high school education, to 
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decide whether they understood the high school tracking 

system, and to determine whether the system worked against 

them. Another question (Question 3) asked the students 

whether they felt as well-prepared to enter college as other 

students in their college classes. The responses describing 

the students' high school experiences are captured by the 

following five remarks. 

I didn't apply myself. I was not pushed. 

Education was no big deal to my parents. I ran 

with people who didn't care. (Student A) 

My high school education was not good. Classes 

were okay, but I didn't apply myself. (Student B) 

My high school work was easy. The work was a lot 

easier than what I did in Mexico. (Student C) 

It was an okay education. I took classes just to 

graduate. (Student D) 

I should have taken my education more seriously. 

I wish I could do it over again; it was okay. 

(Student E) 

Similar responses were given when asked whether they 

felt they were as prepared to enter college as other 

students in their classes (Question 3) . 



I was just as prepared because there were a large 

number of other Douglas kids. (Student F) 

I guess so but maybe not as good. (Student H) 

I think I was behind some. But I think I was 

prepared as good as most students. (Student L) 

I think I was equal with the other students, but I 

was behind in English, reading, and math. 

(Student D) 

I think I was just as prepared as other students 

in similar classes. (Student J) 
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These responses suggest that the students did no~ feel 

less prepared than other students during their freshman 

year. This might be explained by the number of remedial 

courses the students took as freshmen. This placed them in 

classrooms with students who had similar deficiencies and 

may have given them the impression of good academic 

preparation. 

When asked about the quality of their high school 

educational experience in comparison to their college 

experience (Question 11), the majority of the students 

responded similarly. 

I chose not to get a quality high school 

education. I wanted a good college education and 



felt like it was better than high school. 

(Student A) 

Good college education, not so good high school. 

(Student B) 

High school needs to be better. I was put in low 

classes. College was better. (Student F) 

High school was okay, but I wasn't shown enough 

interest. College was good. (Student G) 

College was better, more variety of classes and I 

was treated better at college. (Student I) 

Nearly all of the students stated that the quality of 

their high school education could have been better. They 

also indicated they felt much better about the educational 

process at the college level. 
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The students were also asked whether they understood 

their high school tracking system and if it worked against 

them (Question 12). Their responses indicated that they 

knew how the system worked and knew it would hinder them in 

college. 

I knew I was in the low track but at the time 

didn't feel it worked against me. Now I realize 

it does. Students need to be pushed. (Student A) 



I just wanted a diploma. I wanted out. I'm 

paying now. (Student M) 

It worked against me. I have to make up for it 

now in college. (Student D) 

I understood the system. I decided late in my 

junior year to go to college. The remedial 

classes got my skills up. (Student E) 

It didn't work against me, but it didn't help 

either. I got no help to go to college. (Student 

G) 
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The students' responses implied that they may not-have 

thought about going to college in their early high school 

years, and when they did decide to attend college, they may 

have realized their academic shortcomings. 

Students' Perception of Their College Education. Only 

two of the students who participated in this research were 

not required to take courses to remediate their academic 

deficiencies. These remedial classes were placed in the 

curriculum to strengthen the students' abilities so they 

could succeed in normal freshman-level courses. The two 

students who did not take remedial courses were Students B 

and G. Their reading and math skills were much better than 

the other students in this study, and it is probable that 



they were placed in the low track based on their lack of 

classroom effort rather than for academic reasons. 
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When the students were asked how many remedial courses 

they took and whether the courses helped them (Question 8), 

responses were unanimous in declaring support for these 

courses. 

The math classes helped give me a foundation. The 

reading classes increased my ability to get 

through a lot of other classes. (Student A) 

The reading classes really helped. I was able to 

understand better in my classes because I read 

better. (Student C) 

I took the reading block. It helped a lot. I 

improved my reading skills for other classes. 

(Student E) 

I took a reading class. I didn't know it was 

remedial. It helped me a lot. (Student I) 

I had to take classes in both reading and math. I 

was way behind in math. They helped me catch up; 

they helped me read better. (Student M) 

These sample responses indicate how helpful the 

students perceived the college's remediation program was to 
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their academic success. Remediation and human support 

factors were the two main reasons given by the students for 

their academic success at the community college. 

Human Support. When the students were questioned about 

who they felt exhibited the most supportive behavior 

(Question 4), the majority of their responses were in two 

categories, family support and teacher support. 

Some of the responses related to family support follow. 

My parents. They always wanted me to go to 

college. They encouraged, gave me some money, and 

helped me. (Student M) 

Mom and Dad. They always encouraged me. They 

helped financially and always made me feel I 

should go to college. (Student B) 

My parents wanted me to go to school. My sister 

was a big factor. She kept talking about how 

imporcant school was. (Student D) 

My parents. They wanted something better for me. 

They encouraged me, helped with money. They were 

very supportive of me. (Student F) 

My parents kept stressing that if I wanted a good 

job, I had to go to college. (Student G) 



Parents. They kept making me aware of how 

important a good education was. We used to talk a 

lot about it. (Student I) 

My parents. They wanted me to do good. They 

encouraged me a lot and kept saying if I wanted a 

good job I had to go to school. (Student J) 

These quotations suggest a firm parental support; not 

only did parents encourage the students to attend college, 

but they also provided other means of support. The 

responses indicate positive perceptions by parents of the 

benefits and necessity of a college education. 
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The category of teacher support highlighted the 

important role teachers play in a student's academic 

success. Throughout the interview process, when asked who 

they first turned to for academic help or who was most 

responsible for helping them to succeed in college (Question 

6), the students overwhelmingly identified the college 

teacher. The students' comments capture their feelings. 

The college teachers were very supportive of 

students. They helped; they were patient and 

cared. My high school teachers did help, but my 

junior high teachers didn't care about students. 

(Student A) 



The college:teachers. They cared, seemed like 

they were concerned about students. (Student B) 

The teachers. They were helpful. They treated me 

better than: my high school teachers. They were 

more interested. (Student C) 

, 
My teachers: and coach. They were interested in me 

as a person~ They helped me get along. They 
\ 

wanted me to succeed. (Student D) 

. { 

The ~nstructors. They worked with me, helped me a 

lot. (Stud~nt H) 

The college· teachers. My electronics instructor -

really helped. He explained things and helped me 

when I had problems. (Student I) 

The teachers. They cared about me. When I missed. 

classes, they always let me know it. They helped 

me a lot. (Student M) 

The students' comments reinforced the role that 

93 

teachers play in the education process. It is apparent the 

students felt the college instructors were an integral part 

of their academic success at the postsecondary level. 

In summary, the interview data indicated that the 

students had very high self-perceptions and were somewhat 



motivated to attain four-year or graduate degrees. The 

students' responses also indicated the importance of the 

college instructors and parents in their postsecondary 

endeavors. Finally, the students perceived the college's 

remedial program as helpful in increasing their chances of 

surviving in the college academic environment. 
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CHAPTER S 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS,. AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Summary 

The purpose of the study was to identify factors 

related to the academic success in community college of 13 

local Hispanic students from a high school low-track 

curriculum. Postsecondary academic success was defined as 

passing 24 units with a grade point average of at least 2.0 

on a 4.0 scale. The students graduated from high school in 

1991 or 1992 and were part of an original low-track group of 

39 students, only 13 of whom met the academic criteria- to be 

a part of this study. The participants in this research 

were designated as outlyers or outlying students. 

Conclusions 

This research revealed four (unranked) main factors 

that contributed to the academic success of the outlying 

students: (1) their high self-perception and aspirations, 

(2) the help and support provided to them by the college 

instructors, (3) the remediation program at the community 

college, and (4) the students' parental support. 

The students who participated in this research fit many 

of the criteria or characteristics typically found among 

low-track students: (1) ethnic minorities, (2) poor prior 
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academic achievement, (3) low socioeconomic status, and (4) 

reduced self-perception and attainment. Yet, in terms of 

self-perception and attainment, these students were not 

typical. They exhibited high self-esteem and high personal 

aspirations for themselves and their future. These 

perceptions are apparent in the students' comparison of 

themselves to other students of their own age (see Table 8) 

and in their future plans for obtaining an academic degree 

(see Table 9) . 

All of the students rated the personal traits of "Drive 

to Achieve" and "Social Self-Confidence" as above average or 

higher, the highest of any of the traits rated. This is the 

exact opposite of most low-track students' self-perception. 

Eleven of the 13 students planned to complete four-year 

degrees, and four of these planned to attend graduate school 

and earn a masters degree. These responses indicate a high 

sense of personal self-attainment, again a perception 

dramatically different from that of most low-track students. 

Oakes' (1985) research indicated that students in low~track 

classes had the most negative views of themselves both 

academically and generally and the lowest expectations for 

their educational futures. This research did not 

investigate how the outlying students developed their high 

self-perceptions, but it would be a worthy project to 

examine how these attitudes were formed. One answer may be 
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that the majority of the students' parents had at least a 

,high school diploma and had high expectations that their 

children would attend college. All of the students' 

responses indicated firm parental support for their academic 

endeavors. 

Ths: students' high self-images surfaced again in the 

student interviews. Their responses indicated that they 

wanted to get good-paying jobs, and they recognized that 

this would be possible only if they received an education. 

Responses to Question 9 of the student interview suggested 

that all of them anticipated obtaining good-paying jobs in 

the future. Again, this is a perception not exhibited by 

most low-track minority students. 

The second factor to which the outlying students 

attributed success in their academic endeavors was support 

provided by the instructors at the community college. The 

students responded overwhelmingly that the college 

instructors played a large role in their academic success 

(see Table 11). Similar responses surfaced many times 

during the student interviews. The students felt the 

college instructors were very supportive, helpful, and 

caring. They received high praise from the students as a 

group of people who showed genuine interest in the students 

and their education. These feelings were counter to the 

students' responses concerning their high school teachers. 
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Students were asked about the role teachers played in their 

academic success and who they turned to first for help. The 

college instructors were most often recognized by the 

students and in the same statements, comments were made 

concerning the students' feelings toward their high school 

teachers. The students did not perceive that their high 

school instructors treated them badly, but they did express 

that most were uninterested, unhelpful, and in some cases 

uncaring. These feelings are congruent with those of most 

low-track students toward their high school instructors. 

These feelings resulted from the negative attitudes of the 

teachers of low-track curriculums (Klaczynski, 1991). 

The students' responses reinforced the important role 

teachers play in the educational process. The college 

instructors provided support to create an atmosphere that 

fostered positive feelings of self-esteem and helped the 

students to succeed academically. 

The third factor that provided a basis of support for 

the outlying students was the college remediation program. 

Eight of the students, upon graduation from high school, 

read below the 11.5 grade level. All except two needed 

remedial work in mathematics. The reading program raised 

the students' reading and comprehension skills to a level 

that allowed them to succeed in their course work. The 

responses in the student interviews continually expressed 
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the benefits of the reading program. It gave them a 

foundation, through increased reading skills, to help them 

to complete their other classes successfully. The same 

outcomes resulted from the remedial math classes, which 

served to prepare the students for college-level math. It 

must be noted that for many low-track students, the need for 

(extra) remedial classes can increase the student dropout 

rate. In this research, the remedial courses produced the 

opposite effect by strengthening the students' academic 

skills and allowing them to succeed in college. 

The final factor that helped the students to succeed at 

the community college was the support they received from 

their parents. The students felt that their college 

teachers and parents were major factors in their academic 

success. 

Responses on the Student Information Form confirmed 

that parents greatly influenced students' decisions to 

attend college. The primary reason given by all of the 

students for attending college was that their parents 'wanted 

them to go. The parents not only provided human support for 

the students to attend college but in most cases provided 

some financial support while surviving on small or limited 

budgets. It is not unusual for parents to provide financial 

support for the children, but in a large number of 

situations, parents of low-track children earn yearly 



100 

incomes at or below the poverty level. In this research, 12 

of the 13 students' parents earned less than $30,000 a year, 

and eight of the parents in this group earned less than 

$15,000 per year (see Table 6). The human and financial 

support provided by the parents cannot be overlooked as 

major factors in helping the outlying low-track students to 

succeed, especially the human support and encouragement 

provided by the parents. 

In summary, the factors most often identified as 

helping the low-track Hispanic students to succeed 

academically were 

1. high self-esteem and high personal 

aspirations concerning their future; 

2. the help and support provided by the college 

instructors; 

3. the college remediation program; and 

4 the parental support, both human and 

financial, provided to the students. 

Recommendations 

The following recommendations are made from the limited 

findings of this descriptive research. They were formulated 

by the researcher based on the data provided by the 

students. 

The students' responses expressed their perceptions 

about their high school and college education and the 
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effects of a tracked high school curriculum. 

Recommendations are presented in two parts, one for the high 

school and one for the college. 

First, recommendations related to the high school 

system are offered. 

1. The high school should reexamine its tracked 

curriculum. Most high schools use tracked 

systems because it is believed the tracking 

process groups students of similar ability, 

thus allowing them to learn better. School 

administrators also believe tracked systems 

allow for easier instruction because teachers 

are teaching similar homogeneous groups. It

is assumed that this is the best process for 

the students; however, this assumption is 

incorrect. The students in this research 

were aware of how the system worked, felt 

they were not receiving the same education as 

students in the high track, and often felt 

they were being pushed toward receiving a 

diploma rather than an education. All 

commented on their need for remedial courses 

at the community college to address their 

academic shortcomings. 



The process of tracking may make the 

educational system work more easily for the 

school district, but it serves only the 

system, not the students. Few groups of 

students has been found to benefit 

consistently from being educated in 

homogeneous groups. Any benefit is far 

outweighed by the negative effects 

experienced by students placed in the average 

and slow track groups. 

2. The K-12 system must do a better job of 

teaching students to read, either by 

improving the current reading program or 

adopting a different program. It is clear 

that the present reading system is not 

effective. The community college is 

enrolling graduates of the local high school 

who read very poorly. One such student in 

this research graduated with a reading 

proficiency grade level of 7.5. Reading is 

the foundation for students if they are to 

succeed in any academic endeavors, either at 

the high-school level or the community 

college. The majority of students in this 

research required remedial reading classes at 
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the community college. This may explain in 

part why so few low-track students from the 

classes of 1991 and 1992 met the research 

criteria of outlying students. 

3 Teachers at the high school level must take a 

greater interest in their students. The 

students in this research felt their high 

school teachers were uninterested in them. 

The elimination of the tracking system would 

help to accomplish this goal. The system 

causes many such perceptions among students, 

who are aware that the teachers prefer to 

teach high-track classes. Education is a 

people-oriented business, and the high school 

needs to serve its clientele better. 
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Finally, recommendations for the community college are 

presented. 

1. The college must improve the retention rates 

of students from low-track high school 

programs. The results of this research 

indicated that one of the main reasons 

outlying students succeeded at the community 

college was the support offered by the 

college instructors. These efforts must 

continue and intensify. Of the original 39 



high-school low-track students who attended 

college, only 15 qualified as outlying 

students. In other words, 24 students did 

not pass at least 24 units with a 2.0 GPA 

during their freshman year. This academic 

shortfall suggests the potential for a high 

dropout rate. In addition, remedial course 

work is likely to increase the amount of time 

required to graduate, further reducing the 

likelihood that these at-risk students will 

complete their college education. 

Intervention programs designed for students 

from low-track high school programs should be 

implemented through instructors and the 

Student Development Center. These might 

include tutorial programs, mentor programs, 

and reading and writing across the curriculum 

programs which exclusively address this 

student population. Presently, the college 

has some self-help programs but none that use 

instructors as a direct link to the students. 

Despite receiving a high school diploma, many 

students are not academically prepared for 

college. The college must influence these 

104 



low-track students in a positive way through 

a collaboration of efforts by the student, 

the instructors, and college. This will 

allow the students to progress academically 

and to succeed in the community college as 

well as in future educational endeavors. 

This research was limited to a small sample 

of Hispanic students. Yet, the findings may 

have implications for all students, not only 

those (often minorities) who are trapped in a 

low-track high school curriculum. The 

problematic issues identified by this 

research may affect all students, and it is 

hoped by the researcher that the results will 

be studied and evaluated by the local high 

school and community college to increase the 

opportunities for all students to achieve 

their academic goals. 

2. Colleges must hire more minority faculty, 

counselors, staff, and administrators. This 

will show a clear commitment to meeting the 

needs of these and all students in the 

college. Students' retention in community 
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colleges is highest where this is part of the 

solution. 
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COMPARATIVE INSTITUTIONAL RESEARCH 

PROGRAM (CIRP) SURVEY ITEMS 
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1. 

COMPARATIVE INSTITUTIONAL 

RESEARCH PROGRAM (CIRP) SURVEY ITEMS 

Your sex: Male [ Female 
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2. Where did you get the money to pay for college this 

year? (Write in actual dollar amounts; write "0" if 

none) 

Grants and scholarships 

All loans 

Work or savings 

Parents and/or spouse 

Other sources 

$_----

$_-----

$_-----

$_----

$_-----

3. What was your average grade in high school? (Mark one) 

4 . 

A or A+ 

A

B+ 

Where did 

graduating 

Top 20% 

Second 20% 

Middle 20% 

you rank 

class? 

B 

B

C+ 

academically 

(Mark one) 

Fourth 

Lowest 

in 

20% 

20% 

C 

D 

[ 

your high school 

[ 

5. Rate yourself on each of the following traits as 

compared with the average person your age. We want the 

most accurate estimate of how you see yourself. 

one in each one) 

(Mark 



Academic ability 

Artistic ability 

Drive to achieve 

Leadership ability 

MathematicaL 

ability 

Popularity 

Popularity with the 

opposite sex 

Public speaking 

ability 

Self-confidence 

(intellectual) 

Self-confidence 

(social) 

Writing skills 

Highest 

10% 

Above 

Average 
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Average Below 

Average 

6. Do you have any concern about your ability to finance 

your college education? (Mark one) 

None (I am confident that I will have sufficient 

funds) 

Some concern (but I will probably have enough 

funds) 



Major concern (not sure I will have enough funds 

to complete college) 
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Interview Questions 

1. Why did you decide to go to college? 

2. How would you describe your high school preparation? 

3. Do you consider that you were as well prepared to enter 

college as the other students in your classes? Why or 

why not? 

4. Who has been more supportive of your decision to go to 

college--your parents or your grandparents? Your 

mother or your father? Describe their support. 

5. Did your family understand about things like papers and 

exams? Did any conflicts arise over family 

responsibilities? 

6. Who was the first person you turned to for help with 

your classes (friend, instructor, administrator, 

counselor, parent, etc.)? 

7. Was there one person or persons most responsible for 

helping you succeed at Cochise College? If so, who? 

8. How many remedial classes have you taken? Do they 

help? 

9. Where do you see yourself five or ten years from now? 

What must happen in that time for you to consider 

yourself successful? 

10. How did you perceive your placement in education 

tracks, and to what extent did this placement influence 

your future plans? 



11. What is your perception of the quality of your high 

school educational experience/college education? 
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12. Did the high school system work against you? Did you 

understand the system? 

The interviews also included the following set of 

probes used to elicit insights and depth from the subjects' 

answers: 

Do you see yourself ? 

What is it that you like/don't like about ----? 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

When you say 

What does 

_____________ , what do you mean? 

___________ mean to you? 

Could you elaborate? 

In what sense? 

Can you be a bit more specific? 

So you consider ________ __ to be of interest, value, 

etc.? 

9. Are there things besides that -----------? 
10. You say is why is that? 

11. So you want/think ? 

12. Why do you think/say that? 

13. Can you give me an example? 

14. Do you feel/think that ? 



APPENDIX C 

STUDENT INFORMATION FORM 
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Student Information Form 

PLEASE PRINT: 

Use only black lead pencil (No. 2 is ideal). 

Make heavy black marks. 

Erase cleanly any answer you wish to change. 

Make no stray markings of any kind. 

EXAMPLE: 
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Will marks made with ballpoint pen or felt-tip marker 

be properly read? Yes No [x 

1. Your sex: Male Female 

2. Where did you get the money to pay for college this 

year? (Write in actual dollar amounts; write "0" if 

none) 

Grants and scholarships 

All loans 

Work or savings 

Parents and/or spouse 

Other sources 

$_-----

$_-----

$_-----

$_-----

$_------

3. How many persons are currently dependent on your 

parents for support? (include yourself and your 

parents, if applicable) 



1 2 3 4 5 

6 or more 

4. How many of these dependents other than yourself are 

currently attending college? 

None 1 2 3 or more 
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5. What was your average grade in high school? (Mark one) 

A or A+ 

A

B+ 

B 

B

C+ 

C 

D 

6. Where did you rank academically in your high school 

graduating class? (Mark one) 

Top 20% 

'Second 20% 

Middle 20% 

Fourth 20% 

Lowest 20% 

7. How much of your first year's educational expenses 

(room, board, tuition, and fees) do you expect to cover 

from each of the sources listed below? 

Mark ~ answer for each possible source) 

None $1- $500 

$499 $999 

$1,000-

$1,499 

Parental or family aid or gifts 

Grants or Scholarships: 

Pell Grant: 

$1,500-

$2,000 

Over 

$2,000 



None $1- $500 

$499 $999 

$1,000-

$1,499 

$1,500-

$2,000 

Over 

$2,000 

Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grant: 

State scholarship or grant: 

College grant (other than above) : 

[ 

Other private grant: 

[ 

Loans: 

Federal guaranteed student loan: 

National direct student loan: 

[ 

Other college loan: 

[ 

Other loan: 

Work and Savings: 

College Work-Study grant: 

[ 

[ 

Other part-time work while attending: 

] 
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Your 

Other 

Other 

Full-time work while attending: 

Savings from summer work: 

Other savings: 

[ 

Spouse: 

Your G.I. benefits: 

None $1- $500 

$499 $999 

parents' G.!. benefits: 

government aid or grant 

$1,000-

$1,499 

[ 

(ROTC, 

$1,500-

$2,000 

Soc. Sec. 
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Over 

$2,000 

BIA, etc. ) 

8. If you had not received financial aid, what would you 

be doing this year? 

Attending the same college 

Attending a less expensive college 

Joining the military service 

Looking for work 

Other 

[ 
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9. Rate yourself on each of the following traits as 

compared with the average person your age. We want the 

most accurate estimate of how you see yourself. (Mark 

one in each one) 

Highest 

10% 

Academic ability [ 

Artistic ability 

Drive to achieve 

Leadership ability [ 

Mathematical ability[ 

Popularity 

Popularity with the 

opposite sex [ 

Public speaking 

ability 

Self-confidence 

(intellectual) 

Self-confidence 

(social) 

Writing skills 

Above 

Average 

Average Below 

Average 

10. What is the highest academic degree that you intend to 

obtain? 

(Mark one in each column) 



None 

Vocational certificate 

Associate (A.A. or equivalent) 

Bachelor's degree (B.A., 

B. S., etc.) 

Master's degree (M.A., 

M. S., etc.) 

ph.D. or Ed.D. 

M.D., D.O., D.D.S., or D.V.M. 

LL. B., or J. D. (Law) 

B.D. or M.Div. (Divinity) 

Other 

Highest 

Planned 

[ 

Highest 

Planned 

at this 

College 
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11. In deciding to go to college, how important to you was 

each of the following reasons? If very important, mark 

V. If somewhat important, mark S. If not important, 

mark N. 

(Mark one answer for each possible reason) 

My parents wanted me to go 

I could not find a job 

I wanted to get away from home 

To be able to get a better job 



To gain a general education and 

appreciation of ideas 

To improve my reading and study skills 

There was nothing better to do 

To make me a more cultured person 

To be able to make more money 

To learn more about things that interest me 

To meet new and interesting people 

To prepare myself for graduate or 

professional school 

12. What is your best estimate of your parents' total 

income last year? Consider income from all sources 

before taxes. (Mark one) 

Less than $4,000 

$4,000-5,999 

$6,000-7,999 

$8,000-9,999 

$10,000-12,499 

$12,500-14,999 

$15,000-19,999 

[ 

[ 

[ 

$20,000-24,999 

$25,000-29,999 

$30,000-34,999 

$35,000-39,999 

$40,000-49,999 

$50,000-99,999 

$100,000 or more 
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13. What is the highest level of formal education obtained 

by your parents? (Mark one in each column) 

Grammar school or less 

Some high school 

Father Mother 

[ 



High school graduate 

Postsecondary school other 

than college 

Some college 

College degree 

Some graduate school 

Graduate degree 

14. What was the single most important reason for your 

academic success at college? (Example: tutor help, 

mentor help, teacher involvement, self-motivation, 

etc. ) 
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