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Abstract: The Early College High School (ECHS) is an initiative sponsored
by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation to increase the nll111ber ofunder
represented populations in higher education by allowing students to earn
an Associate's degree or up to two years of college credit by the tirl1e they
graduate fro 111 high school. A previous qualitative study exa111ined
transition experiences of students in their senior year. The current study
was conducted at a large Midwestern ECHS where students take one to
three college classes during their first avo years ofhigh school (fres/l111an
and SOpho1110re years) and full college course loads during their last two
years ljunior and senior years) of high school. The transition between the
SOpho1110re and junior )Iear is the 1110st difficult for l11any of the students.
Therefore, there is a need to understand persistence of these students
beyond the sopholllore )Iear and through to graduation. The authors
developed the Q sa111ple based upon the aforel11entioned qualitative study.
State111ents fro111 "'ith in the six categories that elllerged ft 4 0111 that study
were used to balance the Q sal11ple. The purpose of this study is to
investigate ECHS students' views of their high school experience with the
goal of deterl11ining which perspectives lead to persistence between the
students' SOphOl1l0re and junior years and "'hat views best represent
"college-read)'" beyond t)'pical acade111ic criteria, such as ACT scores, for
this and other sil11ilar progra 11IS. Further planned research will both
present longitudinal findings following ft·0111 this initial study and seek to
replicate the perspectives found here. For this stud)l, 42 students that were
at the rank of high school SOphOl1l0re and junior at the end of the 2011
2012 acade111ic year sorted 51 state111ents that pertained to their
experiences and perspectives of being an ECHS student. The study found
two factors: "College ReadJl ' and "Acadel11ically 1111111atllre. " IInplications of
these results are discussed.
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Introduction
The Early College High School (ECHS) is an initiative sponsored by the
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation to increase the nunlber of l11inorities,
first-generation, and other under-represented populations in higher
education by allowing students to earn an Associate's degree or up to
two years of college credit by the tinle they graduate fronl high school.
The ECHS in this study is located on the nlain caillpus of a large,
Midwestern public university in a l11etropolitan area. ECHS students are
drawn fronl the city's public school systenl during the 8th grade. The
ECHS consists of grades 9 through 12. The ECHS students take one to
three college classes during their first two years of high school and full
college course loads during their last two years of high school. Successful
students graduate with both a high school diplonla and an Associate's
degree or two years (four seillesters) of college credit. Although these
students typically score well on standardized tests taken by all students
within the public school district the ECHS serves, the transition between
the SOpholllore and junior year is the nlost difficult for l11any of the
students based on retention data and interviews fron1 a prior study
(Cerrone, 2012).

Cerrone (2012) exan1ined transition experiences of students in their
senior year. Sellli-structured interviews were conducted with seven
senior STEMM (science, technology, engineering, 111athelllatics, and
medicine/health) n1ajors at the beginning and end of their final selllester
in the ECHS progranl. That study revealed the following six thellles froln
the analysis of the interview transcripts (a) attitude toward STEMM
Inajors, (b) nlotivation, (c) preparation, (d) support, (e) interaction and
engageillent in the college culture, and (f) acadeillic identity.

The purpose of the study reported here was to investigate which
perspectives lead to persistence between the students' sophonlore and
junior years and what views best represent "college-ready" beyond
typical acadenlic criteria, such as ACT scores, for this and other similar
progranls that include students taking college courses while in high
school. In this way, the researchers hoped to create potential 111easures
of college-readiness that would assist ECHSs and others to gain insight
about persistence and conlpletion of the ECHS and other sinlilar
progranls. With the perspectives associated with persistence having
been deternlined, the researchers plan to work with the local school
systen1 and school counselors to identify at-risk students and develop
interventions that will help the students aC:opt the types of
perspectives needed for successful con1pletion of the progranl. If
these interventions prove successful, they can be shared with other
ECHSs as well as with college adillinistrators who work with other
high school progranls that include college coursework and l11easures of
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college readiness.
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The ECHS Initiative
The ECHS initiative is based on an earlier concept called the Middle
College, which began in 1974 at LaGuardia Conlluunity College (Born,
2006). The Middle College recruited underprivileged and urban students
to attend high school on the college calupus to gain exposure to college
life and begin taking courses at the postsecondary level (Middle College
National Consortiunl, 2009; Born, 2006). The goals of this initial
progranl were to encourage students to continue their schooling and to
provide a bridge to college by providing the opportunity to earn a high
school diplolua and an Associate's degree in five years (Middle College
National Consortiunl, 2009; Born, 2006). The Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation saw the Middle College High School as an exceptionalluodel
upon which to build a successful new luodel for high school education. In
2002, the Foundation provided funding to expand the project which
becanle the ECHS initiative (The Early College High School Initiative,
2007; Middle Collegp. National Consortiunl, 2009).

A requirenlent of the ECHS initiative is that the school can have no
luore than 100 students per grade in order to keep class sizes slnall and
student-teacher interaction high. On average, 350 to 400 students apply
for adnlission to the ECHS that is the focus of this study. However, only
100 students are accepted into each freslllnan class based on their
middle school grades, attendance, disciplinary record and
reconllnendations fronl their core luiddle school teachers and guidance
counselors. Parental perluission and support is also required.

The ECHS initiative is innovative in the sense that the students
experience a college-type experience and receive considerable college
credits, with the Iuajority of ECHS progranls located directly on a
university, college or conllllunity college cainpus. The goal of the ECHS
initiative is to provide underrepresented populations and at-risk
students for-credit college courses on a college call1pus, thus allowing
thein to experience the rigor and accelerated pace required by college
courses while providing theln with a support systenl through the high
school (Born, 2006; Trevino & Mayes, 2006; U.S. DepartInent of
Education Office of Vocational and Adult Education, 2004). Within the
ECHS, students nlust nleet certain acadelnic criteria to reinain in the
high school and to take college courses. Thus, prior to taking college
courses at the junior level, ECHS students at the school in this study
nlust Ineet specified acadelnic criteria and lueet with a counselor to
deterluine a future acadeluic path and select coursework.

Student Persistence in ECHS
Although the ECHS initiative has Illany benefits, there are SOllle
disadvantages to the progranl. One disadvantage for the ECHS in this
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study is the lack of traditional school activities such as school sports
teanlS and other extracurricular activities which are inlportant for social
growth and teanl building. Other disadvantages are associated with the
college experience itself. SOlne 15- and 16-year-old students, no matter
how well prepared acadenlically, are not ready for the pace and rigor of
college classes and Inay be unconnected to the social aspects of college
life. ECHS students experience a substantial transition as they nlove to a
full load of college classes in their junior and senior years. This
transition is potentially difficult both elnotionally and acadenlically.
SOllle students nlay not be ready to nlake this transition.

To assist all students with adapting to the ECHS fralnework, this
school has developed several student groups, such as the Alllbassadors
Club, the Bridge Building Club and the Cultural Awareness Club, with
varying levels of success. They have also focused on holding traditional
high school activities such as school plays, school dances and aCadell1ic
awards cerelllonies to which the students have responded positively
(Cerrone, 2012).

Transition Theories
This study draws upon Tinto's (1988; 1993) Theory of Student
Departure, which exalnines how student groups transition to college and
what colleges can do to ilnprove retention. Tinto (1993) adapted
anthropological theories of transition frolll youth to adulthood as he saw
the experience of starting college to be a Inajor cultural transition. Like
nlany other transition theorists, Tinto divides the process into three
stages: departure, the transition or interlnediate stage, and the
incorporation phase.

The first stage of transition, departure, focuses on the social groups
the student lllUSt leave behind when attending college. One of the points
upon which this study deviates frolll Tinto is that of residence. Tinto
(1993) focuses on how the process of nloving away fronl hOlue, falllily
and friends can be disorienting for Inany students. While the early
college students do have to leave behind Inany of their junior high school
friends as they attend a different high school, they do not 1110Ve out of
their guardians' houses or have to leave behind their fall1ilies because
they are still 111inors. Therefore, the experiences of the early college
students are nlore closely related to that of a conlluuter college student.
The sophonlores surveyed in this study can be thought of as cOlllpleting
the departure stage as they transition frolll the nlore traditional type of
high school experience to taking college courses in their junior year.

The juniors surveyed in this study are presluued to be in the
interlnediate stage of transition. During the internlediate, or transition,
phase students nlust negotiate the ternlS of their new environnlent and
learn the nornlS and behaviors necessary to succeed in college (Tinto,
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1988). This is the stage during which students develop the heuristic
knowledge required to navigate the higher education systenl. It is
inlportant to note that Tinto (1993) states that the stage at which
students are nlost likely to leave college is this interlnediate or
transition phase. In the case of the ECHS, this has proven to be true since
the highest attrition rate occurs during the junior year when Inany of the
students leave due to lagging grades, frustration with the intensity or
rigor of college, or for social reasons. The students who left this ECHS
typically went to their district high school to conlplete their education.

The final stage of transition, the incorporation phase, can also be a
point of departure for students who are unable to nlake the necessary
connections with peers and faculty during the transition phase or find
their niche in the institution (Tinto, 1988; 1993). The incorporation
stage for these stuGents, which was not involved in the current study,
would occur during the final selnester of high school or once the
students graduate fronl the progranl and continue collegiate studies.

Research Design
A previous qualitative study exanlined transition experiences of
students in their senior year. In that study (Cerrone, 2012), interviews
were conducted with seven senior STEMM lnajors at the beginning and
end of their final selnester in the progranl. For this study, statelnents
were selected fronl those students' statelnents, either as exact quotes or
rephrased statelnents for purposes of clarity and consistency alnong
statelnents. In order to Blake a balanced Qsalnple for a wider P set, the
thelnes fronl the Cerrone (2012) study were reduced to four thelnes.
TheIne (a), attitude toward STEMM lllajors, was elilninated because not
all of the students in the ECHS are STEMM nlajors. Thelnes (d) support
and (e) interaction and engagelnent in the college culture were
cOlnbined into a single category nalned support. The statelnents were
then organized into the four thenles as follows: acadelllic identity,
preparation and confidence, lllotivation and support. Final selection of a
Q salnple that is representative of these thelnes was based upon Fisher's
experiInental design principles as described by Stephenson (1953). The
Q salnple for this study is provided in the Appendix.

The respondents sorted 51 statelnents on a nine-point scale ranging
fronl "lnost like Ine" (+4) to "least like lne" (-4). While sorting the
statelnents, the respondents were given the following condition of
instruction: "Sort the statelnents in a way that best describes how you
feel about being a student in the ECHS." When the sort was cOlllpleted,
the respondents were asked to provide written explanations about the
sorting process and their selection of those statelnents on the extrenle
ends of the sorting grid (+4 and -4). At least one of the researchers was
present to answer question of clarification during the sorting exercise.
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The P set consisted of 42 students (211nale and 21 fenlale) that were
at the rank of high school sophonl0re (19) and junior (23) at the end of
the 2011-2012 acadelnic year.

Findings
Thirty-two of the 42 students were identified as representing the Factor
1 perspective which was nalned College Ready. Four students were
represented by Factor 2 which was nalned Acadenlically Inllnature.
Because this is part of a longitudinal study, the Q sorts of these students
will be investigated further in future research to deterlnine if they lllove
toward the other factor or if a third factor will elnerge. The factor scores
for each of the two factors are shown in the Appendix.

College Ready
Factor 1 represents the students who describe thelnselves to be college
ready. This factor consists of 12 of the 19 sopholnores and 20 of the 23
juniors. This Inixture of rank indicates that class standing alone does not
denote this view.

Those identified as College Ready, indicate that they view thelnselves
as capable of doing well in college courses and that their high school
courses helped thenl to feel prepared for college coursework. They felt
that the early college classes helped thenl to be prepared for the college
courses that they have taken. A Inale junior stated "My five statelllents
that were placed under +4 were placed there because I feel confident
that I can do well and succeed, as well as having support fronl others."
This sense of confidence is representative of other Factor 1 student
responses.

Factor 1 students also indicated that they nlade a good choice in
attending the ECHS because it offers theln a great opportunity in life by
graduating with an Associate's degree at the sanle tinle they graduate
fronl high school. Another junior Inale in this school replied, "This school
is a great opportunity. Anyone who can't see that should look again."
This statenlent bolsters the idea that these students see the ECHS as a
good opportunity for obtaining college credits while still attending high
school.

The Factor 1 students also felt that they had support fronl their
fanlily and the ECHS as well as resources on the university's canlpus.
Another junior nlale wrote: til feel like I get a lot of support here; nlore so
than I would anywhere else. The teachers here know you and care about
you as an individual." These students were also very acadelnically
confident as indicated by the positions of statenlents related to acadelnic
preparation. These students feel that they do well on assigllluents,
including those in their college courses, and are willing to seek academic
help on caInpus.
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AcademicallyInlmature
Factor 2 represents those ECHS students whose views appear to be
acadelnically inlnlature. Only two sophonl0res and two juniors loaded
on this factor. These students were nlore focused on what they were
losing fronl not attending a nlore traditional high school. They indicated
that they felt that they were "nlissing out" on being teenagers and that
they were not getting a true high school experience.

While these students feel that attending the school is a great
opportunity, silnilar to the Factor 1 view, they also express displeasure
towards the anlount of work required by the ECHS curriculunl. This
feeling of displeasure is supported by a sophonl0re felnale who stated,
"the pressure to do well here is so high that you end up Inissing out on
being a teenager." These students perceive the school as too rigorous for
sOlneone their age. A sopholnore Inale stated: "I feel that this school
takes things too seriously and doesn't let students act their age at all."
Another indication that these students are acadelnically innnature was
that statelnents that pertained to procrastination or working too hard
for being a teenager were "nlost like" their view. These students had
difficulty Inanaging their tiIne effectively. This is further supported by a
sophonl0re Inale's conllnent, "I know I can be doing better and be nlore
organized but I'nl not." These students feel that they are not involved in
canlpus activities nor do they revere their college classlnates. These
students also do not feel supported by their falnily or feel that their
falnily does not understand how hard they are working at school.

Discussion and Conclusion
This initial study was conducted to investigate the various perspectives
of students enrolled in an ECHS about their experiences. Students who
loaded on both factors believe that their participation in the school
provides theln with a great opportunity. However, the College Ready
students believe they have the confidence, capability and support to take
advantage of the opportunity, while the Acadenlically Innnature
students expressed that they did not feel they had the support,
confidence nor nlotivation to do well in the school.
ECHS staff have been concerned that the early college students nlay feel
that they are not getting a typical high school experience. This sentilnent
is captured in Statelnent 34 (I feel as if I anl nlissing out on being a
teenager) which had a factor score of +4 for the Acadenlically Inlnlature.
Although the school does offer several student groups, activities such as
dances and school plays, and student governnlent, they do not have any
school sports tealllS or 1l1usica] groups. ECHS students are eligible to
participate on sports teanlS and nlusical groups at their honle high
school and are also encouraged to attend events at the university.
However the ECHS is clearly an atypical high school experience.
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The results of this initial study support Tinto's (1988; 1993) Theory
of Student Departure in that the students who are Acadenlically
Inlnlature do not feel that they belong in the school and have not Blade
the transition fronl the typical high school experience to that of a hybrid
high school/college experience. Additionally, the students that are
College Ready were confident in their acadenlic abilities and felt that
they knew where to seek help when they needed it. This indicates that
the students who are College Ready were 1110re adept at gaining the
heuristic knowledge that Tinto (1993) describes as being iInportant for
students to effectively transition into college. Future research will use Q
nlethodology to help deternline which of the ECHS students have
developed this heuristic knowledge and pinpoint when it occurs in the
students' ECHS experience.

Because the transition between the sophonlore and junior year is the
l1l0st difficult for 111any of the students who attend the ECHS, there is a
need to understand student perspectives especially those that can best
benefit persistence of these students fronl their sophonlore year
through graduation. Future research will follow students who
participated in this study over the next two years to deternline their
persistence in the progranl. Additionally, all students who leave the
ECHS in the next two years will be asked to conlplete the Qsort at their
exit interview. The researchers and ECHS staff will use this inforlnation
to further indicate the relationship between student perspective and
persistence to graduation. This longitudinal aspect will also allow the
researchers to study the stability of the factors found in this current
study.

The results of this and future Q studies on this population will assist
in the identification of those who are college ready, beyond routine
acadelllic indicators such as ACT scores. Different perspectives about
acadelllic readiness, falllily and school support structures, and self
confidence can serve as a diagnostic tool for college readiness that is
associated with "111aturity" in this type of acadelnic setting.
Identification can be coupled with interventions associated with these
views to inlprove retention within this ECHS progranl as well as similar
early college high school progranls. Using this study's Q salnple nlay
assist in deterlllining college-readiness 111aturity, in conjunction with
acadelllic 111easures, for other post-secondary learners who are
sinlultaneously high school and college students as well.
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Appendix: QSample and Factor Scores
Statements 1 2

1 I feel like a high school student.
2 I feel like a college student.

3 I talk with IllY teachers when I have trouble
understanding sOlllething in class.

4 I feel eIllbarrassed when I don't understand what's
going on in class.

5 I'lll afraid to ask IllY teachers questions during class.
6 I keep to Illyself.

7 I have a lot of friends at this school.

8 I'lll vely excited about IllY college classes.

9 I don't like Illy college classes.
10 1'111 very excit~d about IllY high school classes.
11 I don't like Illy high school classes.

-2 1
2 -2

o 2

-2 -1

-3 -1
-1 -2

1 1
o -2

-4 0
-1 -3

-3 1
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Statements 1 2

12 I look up to the high school seniors. -1 -3
13 I look up to the college students. -2 -4
14 I really want to earn IllY Associate's degree. 2 3
15 I really want to earn nlY Bachelor's degree. 3 2
16 I know what job I want to have when I grow up. 1 2
17 I anl proud to be part of the Akron Early College. 4 1
18 I feel I anl capable of doing well in high school courses. 4 3
19 I feel as if I don't fit in on canlpus. -4 1
20 I feel I belong in this high school. 3 2
21 I feel I perfornl better when expectations are high. 0 -3
22 I feel pressured to do well. 0 4
23 I feel like I know how to study effectively. 0 0
24 I feel like giving up when I don't do well on a test or -4 -2

assignlllent.
25 I feel like Illy grades are just as good as IllY classIllates'. 0 -3
26 I feel like I alll working too hard for sonleone Illy age. -2 4
27 I feel like I nlanage Illy tiIlle effectively. -1 -4
28 I feel like Illy fallliIy understands how hard I work at 1 -4

school.
29 I feel IllY fanlily supports IllY goals. 3 -4
30 I feel like IllY teachers/instructors know Ille pretty 1 0

well.
31 I don't know where to go on canlpus when I need help. -4 -2
32 I anl cOlllfortable in study groups. -1 0
33 I feel less confident about IllY acadelllic ability since -4 3

conling to this school.
34 I feel as if I anI Illissing out on being a teenager. -2 4
35 HOlllework that is not graded is a waste of IllY tiIlle. -3 -2
36 I feel I anl capable of doing well in college courses. 4 3
37 I feel like I learn nlore by going to this high school 3 3

rather than nlY own high school.
38 I feel the classes that I anI taking will prepare nle for 2 -2

my future.
39 I feel involved in the high school. 4 3
40 I feel involved in the college activities. -1 -4
41 I feel like college professors are less accepting of nle -3 -1

than regular college students.
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StatenJents 1 2

42 I have a hard tillle Inanaging the work load of IllY -3 -1
college classes.

43 I feel like I can be nlore organized. 1 -1
44 I believe that I procrastinate with Illyassignlllents. 2 4

45 Akron Early College offers Ine a great opportunity. 4 4
46 I feel like IllY friends support Ine. 2 1
47 I think that I nlade a good choice to attend Akron Early 4 0

College.

48 I feel the Akron Early College classes helped Ille to be 3 -1
college ready.

49 I feel like I aIll responsible for Iny learning. 2 0

50 I feel anl I on Iny own when I anl call1pus. -3 0

51 I feel that Illy college classlnates are very accepting of 1 -1
me.


