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Explanation: The evidence review suggests that the rigor and quality of the high school classes have a 
definite impact on student access to and future success in college. A high school curricula that increases 
college prepared- ness includes dual credit, advanced placement, and international baccalaureate offerings. 
In addition, these classes must be equitably assessable to all students and taught by highly qualified teachers 
properly trained in the content and strategies necessary to teach these offerings. It is imperative that the en-
tire school staff espouse a culture of achievement and implement the academic supports needed for students 
to succeed.

Questions: What process will the school use to determine and offer dual credit, advanced placement and in-
ternational baccalaureate classes? How will the school ensure equitable access for all students to these class-
es? How will the LEA support teachers to equip them with the skill sets necessary to teach a college ready 
curriculum? How will the school promote an achievement oriented culture? How will the school support 
students who are challenged by the rigors of college level work? What considerations has the school given 
to partnering with local higher education institutions to generate additional entry points for high school 
students to college level classes?

In the current educational landscape, college and career readiness and academic rigor are common dis-
cussion topics for policymakers. However, there is a documented desire for these things among educators 
and students as well. Burris et al. (2008) discuss a seminal 2005 study that found that over three-quarters of 
the 1,500 public high school students studied felt that they were not prepared for college and they were not 
challenged in their high school coursework. These students also felt that if their schools had provided them 
with higher expectations and opportunities for more demanding work, that they would have delivered. The 
implication of this study is that many students are being grossly underestimated and underprepared for life 
beyond high school.

At the same time, the expectations of college admissions offices are steadily increasing. Because of their 
prevalence and popularity, Advanced Placement (AP) courses and others like them have become a proxy 
or signal for ability and achievement, whether accurate or not Kyburg et al., 2007; Klopfenstein & Thomas, 
2009). Klopfenstein and Thomas (2009) write that as of 2006, over 90 percent of higher education institu-
tions surveyed took students’ participation in advanced coursework like AP into account when making an 
admissions decision. High school grade point average, often affected by the weights given to honors or AP 
courses, is the top point of consideration for admissions officers. If these types of courses are not available 
to students, or if they are not properly supported to succeed in them, they are at an inherent disadvantage in 
college admissions.

Remove barriers and provide 
opportunities

3C.2 The school (HS) provides all 
students with opportunities to enroll 

in and master rigorous coursework for 
college and career readiness.



Adelman (2006) writes that student completion of their high school college-preparatory requirements is “the culmination 
of opportunity, advisement, choice, effort, and commitment” (p. 9). There are three key aspects of the work of adequately 
preparing all students for college and careers. First, there must be high expectations from school staff for all students to 
achieve. Second, all students must have opportunities available to them to pursue higher-level courses and coursework. 
Lastly, appropriate supports must be in place for all students so that they can succeed in higher-level work, despite their 
skill or motivation levels. Without all three in place, schools are at risk of not meeting their students’ needs, and worse, 
creating disadvantages for their students in their future pursuits.

High Expectations for All Students to Succeed
In order to be equity-minded and provide college preparation to all students, there are necessary changes in “beliefs, 
curriculum, pedagogy, and school culture” (Burriss, et al., 2008, p. 600). Schneider (2006) discusses this culture shift that 
must occur in schools that aim to provide a college preparatory experience for their students. Messaging and opportunities 
around the norms and values of the school must be available to all students; similarly, all staff must internalize these norms 
and values and work to help each student prepare for and go to college. Schneider also mentions that these expectations 
and messages must be shared with parents as well, so that all stakeholders are working towards the same ends.

Schneider (2006) highlights three key messages that need to be shared with students in order for them to understand 
what a college preparatory curriculum demands. First, students must be advised to take the right courses to prepare them. 
Students must also need to attend school regularly and do well in class, even if that means asking for help. Lastly, students 
must learn to manage their time between out of school commitments, homework, and other activities, as those who learn 
this early on tend to be most successful. Similarly, students must understand that the courses they take, their performance 
within them, and their skills and abilities as demonstrated by the tests they take comprise what Adelman (2006) calls “Aca-
demic Resources,” a composite measure that is highly predictive of later academic performance (p. 5).

Opportunities for Rigorous Coursework Available to All Students
Tierney et al. (2009) state that students should be able to enroll in college coursework right from high school without 
the need for remediation. Burriss, et al. (2008) discuss how acceleration is a more effective approach for moving students 
forward than remedial work. However, creating these opportunities for a more universally rigorous curriculum within a 
school can be difficult and costly. Often, teachers must undergo training and radically shift the content and methods of 
their instruction. A few options have become especially popular, as they are widely used and pre-designed. The most preva-
lent options for college-level coursework are Advanced Placement and International Baccalaureate programs.

Advanced Placement (AP) is a program of individual college-level courses that culminate in an exam that can, depending 
on a student’s score and postsecondary insti- tution, substitute for college credits. International Baccalaureate (IB) provides 
a holistic experience of academic rigor and personal growth to juniors and seniors (Kyburg et al., 2007; Mayer, 2008). IB 
programs in schools must be certified by the international board and lead to a special diploma for enrolled students. They 
also require significant training for teachers (Burriss et al., 2008). While AP schools can choose which AP courses they 
will offer, the IB program is a complete package, offering integrated courses in six subject areas and additional core activity 
areas (Mayer, 2008).

Dual-enrollment is another option for schools to increase the amount and quality of rigorous instructional opportuni-
ties for students. As opposed to college-level courses like AP or IB, dual enrollment allows students to take actual college 
courses, through a local postsecondary institution. Students can therefore automatically receive college credits through the 
partner school. These courses are either offered at a local college or taught on the high school campus by a trained member 
of the staff (Hughes, 2010).

While all three of these programs were initially used as a source of enrichment for high-performing or gifted students, 
they are now increasingly being used for the larger student population as a better way to challenge, motivate, and prepare 
students for postsecondary pursuits. As schools are able to determine the entrance criteria for these types of programs, they 



can restrict or expand the access they grant to their students. The expectation does not need to be that all students earn 
college credits or the IB diploma, but simply that they have the exposure to this type of work and the supports needed 
for them to do well (Mayer, 2008). Consequently, schools not only need to offer rigorous opportunities for their students, 
but they also need to advise students to take advantage of them (Tierney et al., 2009).

Adequate Supports to Help Students Succeed in a Rigorous Environment
If a school’s goal is to increase access to the highest-level coursework to disadvantaged or lower-performing students, then 
structures must be in place to support them throughout the experience. Tierney et al. (2009) write about the importance of 
using performance data to track student progress throughout these upper-level courses and to determine the appropriate 
supports for struggling students. Mayer (2008) and Tierney et al., (2009) list a number of options implemented by schools 
with open-access programs, including advising and counseling, peer and adult tutoring, pre-IB programs that introduce 
underclassmen to the types of work they will experience in the IB program, and built-in activities for a supportive peer net-
work. Many of these schools take advantage of out of school time (OST) to help students succeed in more difficult course-
work, whether it is in the form of after-school tutoring or Saturday academies.

When providing these supports to students, it is critical that they still maintain their own voice and ability to choose their 
path, while still being treated as the young adults that they are (Adelman, 2006; Kyburg et al., 2007). Ultimately, students 
determine their own paths, but with equitable and rigorous messaging, opportunities, and supports, their likelihood of 
success is much greater.
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