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ABSTRACT

MANDY TERESA YEARBY
A CASE STUDY OF THE ADVANCED PLACEMENT PROGRAM: ELIMINATING 
THE ACCESS, EQUITY, AND PARTICIPATION GAP 
Under the direction of OLIVIA M. BOGGS, ED.D.

The purpose of this case study was to examine policies and procedures used by 

high school leaders that positively impact the access and participation of African Ameri

can students in Advanced Placement courses. The research targeted the chronic and per

sistent problem of underrepresentation of ethnic minorities in secondary school Advanced 

Placement programs. The study explored the protocols and policies implemented by 

building leaders who have documented participation in Advanced Placement programs 

for African American students.

This study focused on Sumter High School (pseudonym), one of 15 high schools 

within a large urban school district with demonstrated AP success for African American 

students. The data analysis from the semi-structured interviews conducted with the Ad

vanced Placement program’s Assistant Principal and the review of documents and obser

vation notes, yielded three themes that were determined to have clear alignment with the 

theoretical framework; equity, enlistment, and encouragement. The findings of the re

search explain how the school takes an inclusionary approach in their recruitment efforts 

and program criteria which removes the barriers and encourages participation from all.



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION

Beginning with a 1953 report by Robert Hutchins, the Ford Foundation embarked 

upon an initiative to bridge the widening gap between high school and college. Serving 

as the springboard for the creation of the Advanced Placement (AP) program, the Ford 

Foundation claimed that America was facing academic woes resulting in students not re

ceiving a quality, rigorous education (DiYanni, 2005; Rothschild, 1999). Hence, there 

was a need to reform educational practices if the country was going to continue to be suc

cessful and prosperous in the years to come (Rothschild, 1999). In order to address this 

concern, in 1957 the Ford Foundation created the Fund for the Advancement of Educa

tion (FAE) to support the creation of an initiative by a committee of representatives from 

some of the country’s most elite colleges and schools—Harvard University (Massachu

setts), Princeton University (New Jersey), Yale University (Connecticut), the Andover 

School (Massachusetts), Phillips Exeter Academy (New Hampshire), and the Lawrence- 

ville School (New Jersey). The goal was to devise a plan to provide a better education for 

America’s highest achieving students (Harvard University Press, 1957; Rothschild, 1999; 

Scanlon, 1957).

Prior to formulating an action plan, the elite committee collected data on students 

attending their schools to determine which courses students took prior to college enroll

ment. Rothschild (1999) stated “of the 344 students whose records were examined, 209 

took physics, chemistry or biology in college.. .which largely duplicated what they had
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taken in high school” (p. 177). The committee’s report recommended that colleges and 

universities offer credit or provide advance placement for courses in which these students 

had already shown mastery (Harvard University Press, 1957; Rothschild, 1999). While 

the recommendations of the committee were based upon students attending private 

schools, a separate initiative was created to accommodate students in the public school 

setting to serve the same purpose (Rothschild, 1999); hence, the creation of the Advanced 

Placement program.

Overview of the Study 

Research has suggested that secondary and post-secondary schools have failed to 

bridge the gap for students to successfully matriculate from one level to the next, which 

has led to a large number of high school students entering college lacking the skills to 

perform at a proficient level on collegiate course work (Adams, 2015; Klopfenstein, 

2004a; Rothschild, 1999). Beginning in 1952, the Advanced Placement program was pi

loted with 11 subjects being offered to approximately 1,300 students enrolled in 27 

schools (Rothschild, 1999, College Board, 2003). In order to further advance students and 

prepare them for college, the College Board assumed responsibility for the program in 

1955 with the goal of affording students the opportunity to earn college credits. In doing 

so, the College Board provided colleges and universities with a basis for comparing stu

dents in regards to academic achievement (College Board, 2010; Geiser & Santelices, 

2004; Santoli, 2002). In 1956, students enrolled in Advanced Placement courses at the 27 

pilot schools were afforded the opportunity to participate in the first nationally adminis

tered AP exam, where the results of the exam were used to determine the success of the 

program (Rothschild, 1999).
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In 2001, the College Board released a publication charging high schools to incor

porate a rigorous collegiate curriculum as part of their course offerings for all students 

who felt they possessed the ability to take on the challenge (College Board, 2001). Fur

thermore, the United States Department of Education provided information on how to 

expand the AP program that better prepare high school students to not only successfully 

complete high school, but also equip them with the skills needed to prepare for college- 

level course work (College Board, 2000). This expansion has resulted in 37 AP courses in 

22 subjects as part of the high school curriculum in over half of the nation’s schools.

In 2014, the College Board released their annual report, which detailed students’ 

participation rates in AP courses. Demographic data revealed that 81% of the students 

were white and only 9% were Latino and 3% were African-American (College Board, 

2014). Although AP course offerings as well as enrollment in AP courses has increased 

over the years, African American and Latino students still lack equitable access to quality 

AP courses and exams (U.S. Dept, of Ed. Office of Civil Rights, 2014). These trends 

have immediate and long-term implications for students, their families, and the nation. 

Students who take AP courses have more direct access to higher-level curricula and are 

more likely to earn college degrees than their peers who do not take these courses 

(College Board, 2014; Haynie, 2013).

There are clear correlations between educational attainment and quality of life 

that are particularly important for students of color and immigrants. As early as 1966, 

researchers found that educational attainment mitigated the disparities in income between 

minority groups and whites (Fogel, 1966). Epidemiological studies have consistently 

found a direct relationship between educational attainment and nutrition (Warner, 2006),
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housing (Afxentiou, 2013), health (Lemos, Rodriques, et al, 2015), income (Carlson & 

McChesney, 2015), and ultimately, life expectancy ((Montez & Barnes, 2016; Lleras- 

Muney, 2001; Martens et al, 2014).

Several studies have documented that students who participate and are successful 

in the rigorous curriculum provided in AP courses are more likely to not only be accepted 

into college, but also complete college at a higher rate than those who do not enroll in AP 

courses (College Board, 2013; Corra, J. Carter, & S. Carter, 2011; Dougherty, Mellor, & 

Jian, 2005; ETS, 2008; Klopfenstein & Thomas, 2006; Wame, Larsen, et al, 2015). 

Klopfenstein and Thomas (2006) examined the relationship between AP courses and col

lege success as measured freshman class retention, the rate at which students continue 

toward degree attainment. Utilizing a sample of 28,000 students in their first year of col

lege, data revealed that white students who participated in AP courses in high school had 

the highest rate for college retention (90.6 percent), compared to 78 percent of Black and 

Hispanic students who did not participate in an AP course (Klopfenstein & Thomas, 

2006). Moreover, data also revealed a significant gap in the grade point averages (GPA) 

of the population. White students who enrolled in AP courses in high school earned an 

average GPA of 2.77 while non-AP Black and Hispanic students earned an average GPA 

of 2.01 (Klopfenstein & Thomas, 2006). AP courses are most similar to freshmen level 

college courses, resulting in a measurable disadvantage to. Students who do not enroll in 

AP courses miss rigorous courses that provide the opportunity to problem solve and think 

critically at a deeper level (Klopfenstein & Thomas, 2006). Klopfenstein & Thomas’ re

search further concludes “AP experience is the cause of improved college outcomes for 

AP students and has led to a call for widespread expansion of the program” (p. 8).
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The United States’ educational system has undergone numerous changes over the 

last 60 years to address the lingering vestiges of racial segregation. However, in spite of 

the abundance of policies, legislation and court rulings, such as Brown v. Board of Edu

cation (1954), the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (1965), and No Child Left 

Behind (2001), African American and Hispanic students continue to enroll in Advanced 

Placement courses at a lower rate than their White peers and at a disproportionate rate to 

their population in the United States (College Board, 2002; Darity et al., 2001; Johnson & 

Kritonis, 2006; Klopfenstein, 2004; U.S. Department of Education, 2014). Figure 1, de

tails the nation’s Advanced Placement enrollment and success by race and ethnicity.

The United States Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights (OCR) rou

tinely collects and analyzes data related to educational equity, access, and attainment. In 

March 2014, OCR reported findings from data collected from every public school district 

in the U.S. that revealed disturbing trends in a number of categories, one of which is ac

cess to Advanced Placement courses:

1. Black and Latino students comprise 37% of students in high schools, 27% of stu
dents enrolled in at least one Advanced Placement (AP) course, and 18% of stu
dents receiving a qualifying score of 3 or above on an AP exam.

2. English learners represent 5% of high school students, 2% of the students enrolled 
in at least one AP course, and 1% of the students receiving a qualifying score of 3 
or above on an AP exam.

3. Students with disabilities served by IDEA represent 12% of high school students, 
2% of students enrolled in an AP course, and 1% of the students receiving a quali
fying score of 3 or above on an AP exam.

(U.S. Department of Education, Civil Rights Data Collection, 2014, p 1) 

While minority students are underrepresented in AP courses, they are also more likely to 

attend a high school where fewer to no AP courses are offered compared to high schools 

with a significant W hite enrollment (Center for Public Education, 2012).
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One of the determinants of students’ access to the AP curriculum is the selection 

of course offerings by the principal (Ndura et al., 2003). Ndura and colleagues (2003) 

purport that while principals are required to offer the full range of reading, math, science,

of rigor offered within each course. Burton and colleagues (2002) suggest there are 

schools nationwide that do not “emphasize college preparation” and the majority of the 

students who experience this barrier are minority students. Klopfenstein & Thomas 

(2006) express a notable difference between college preparatory courses and college level 

courses. College preparatory courses are used to assist students in developing the skills 

necessary to be successful in college whereas college level courses assume students al

ready possess these needed skills (Klopfenstein & Thomas, 2006).

and social studies to all students, personal discretion is given when determining the levels

45

SO

White
■ Black
■ Hispanic

0 r
High School 
Enrollment

Enrolled in at least 
1 AP course

Figure 1. Advanced Placement enrollment and success, by race/ethnicity, Adapted from Civil 
Rights Data Collection; Data Snapshot: College and Career Readiness. March, 2014
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Statement of the Problem 

A March 2014 report released by the U.S. Department of Education, Office for 

Civil Rights (OCR) presented data collected from approximately 16,500 school districts, 

97,000 schools, and 49 million students in every state. The findings revealed that African 

American and Latino students have limited access to Advanced Placement (AP) college 

preparatory courses. Although African American and Latino students represent 37% of 

students in high schools, only 27% of these students enrolled in at least one Advanced 

Placement (AP) course. Furthermore, only 18% of them received a qualifying score of 3 

or above on an AP exam. The report further stated that English learners (primarily Lati

nos) represent 5% of high school students; however, only 2% of the students enrolled in 

at least one AP course and 1% of the students received a qualifying score of 3 or above 

on an AP exam (U.S. Department of Education, Civil Rights Data Collection, 2014, p.

1).

The lack of equitable access to quality AP courses is a disadvantage to minority 

students and has the potential to hinder their admission to as well as success in college 

(Ndura et al., 2003; Klopfenstein, 2004a). “The College Board strongly encourages edu

cators to make equitable access a guiding principle for their AP programs by giving all 

willing and academically prepared students the opportunity to participate in AP” (College 

Board, 2000, p. 10). The purpose of this case study was to examine the policies and pro

cedures exhibited by high school leaders that positively impact the access and participa

tion of African American students in Advanced Placement courses.

Background of the Problem
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The Advanced Placement program currently offers 37 courses worldwide, with 

over 1.8 million students participating and over 3.2 million taking an AP exam each year 

(College Board, 2014). Literature has documented criticism of the Advanced Placement 

program for its lack of diversity due to these courses being “historically dominated by 

middle-class suburban white students” (Klopfenstein, 2004b, p.l). While diversity has 

improved in some areas, research has shown that participation alone is no longer the sole 

issue (Handwerk et al., 2008). African American students are not only less likely to be 

enrolled in an AP course compared to their White counterparts, but are also less likely to 

have access to the full range of the AP curriculum in their schools (Zarate & Pachon, 

2006; Ndura, Robinson, & Ochs, 2003).

Participation in AP courses comes with a number of advantages to the student and 

their families. The College Board (2009) reports that students who have taken AP courses 

are more likely to graduate college in four years and permits students to be more desira

ble to college admissions boards. Klopfenstein and Thomas (2006) state that “In 2000, a 

survey of 962 four-year public and private colleges and universities showed that AP ex

perience factors directly or indirectly into at least six of the top nine criteria in college 

admissions” (p. 2). Furthermore, student’s success in AP courses increases their eligibil

ity for scholarships and/or affords them exemption from college courses, which in turn 

aids in relieving some of the financial burden of attending college (College Board, 2009).

The growth of the Advanced Placement program over the last 10 years is in part 

due to the federal and state government’s increased financial contributions in order to as

sist schools with preparing teachers as well as supporting students by waiving the fee for 

the AP exam administration (Klopfenstein, 2004b). However, the number of schools that
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do not offer the foil range of AP courses continues to be alarming (Klopfenstein, 2004b). 

Klopfenstein’s study (2004b) revealed that 21% of the sampled high schools offered only 

4 of the possible 25 AP courses. Data further revealed that low-income students and those 

located within rural areas had inequitable access to the foil range of AP courses as com

pared to non-rural schools. In addition, the Education Testing Services (2008) reports that 

“of all the racial groups, African American students are most likely to attend a school that 

does not offer advanced placement (AP) courses.

In an effort to increase student participation in AP courses, many high schools be

gan modifying the requirements students needed to meet in order to enroll in an AP 

course. At the discretion of the local school, the original requirements varied from guid

ance counselor approval, teacher recommendations, PSAT scores, previous course re

quirements, and overall GPA to simply receiving a parent’s written request (Bradley, 

2014). Mills (2002) noted that some school systems have engaged in several initiatives to 

increase access to AP courses by creating the AP Challenge Grant Program, which pro

vided financial support to schools in order to expand their AP programs. Despite similar 

initiatives being offered across the nation, it is up to the local school to determine wheth

er to offer AP courses at their school and to develop the selection process used to deter

mine who should participate (Klopfenstein, 2004a).

Research Questions

The following research questions were used to explore the problem of (a) restrict

ed access and (b) low participation of underrepresented minority students in public school 

Advanced Placement courses.
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1. What policies and procedures do high school leaders employ to increase access to 

Advanced Placement courses of African American students?

2. What processes do high school leaders use to sustain participation of African 

American students in AP courses?

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework provided a paradigm to explain the dynamics of the re

search problem. For this study, Invitational Theory offered an appropriate lens to explain 

the problem of underrepresentation of ethnic minorities in Advanced Placement courses. 

Introduced by William Purkey in 1984, Invitational Theory focuses on four fundamental 

beliefs: everyone desires acceptance and valuable affirmation, everyone has the ability 

and responsibility to develop helpful messages, everyone has “untapped potential in all 

areas of learning and human development”, and individual potential is best developed by 

the creation of programs and policies that purposefully promote optimal development in 

themselves and others (Schmidt, 2004, p.28). As educational leaders aspire for an invit

ing school environment where all students and staff are respected they must also adhere 

to the six elements of diversity. Schmidt (2007) refers to these elements as the “Six E’s”: 

equity, expectation, enlistment, empowerment, encouragement, and enjoyment.

Stanley (2004) suggests that the purpose of Invitational Theory is to encourage 

leaders to look outside of themselves in order to ensure they have created an environment 

that promotes growth and development for all involved. It is believed that educators who
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focus their attention on the “Six E’s” can “create and maintain an optimally inviting envi

ronment” (Purkey, 1991, p. 3). Schmidt (2004) posits that

Invitational theory acknowledges the power of human perception and its impact 
on self-development. Furthermore, it advocates for educational programs and ser
vices that incorporate beneficial human relationships, improved physical envi
ronments, and respectful systems in which all people, regardless of culture, eth
nicity, sex, gender, or other diversity factor can thrive, (p. 27-28)

Significance of the Study 

The study sought to examine policies and procedures implemented at the high 

school level that were associated with increased access to and sustained participation in 

Advanced Placement courses for African American students as well as the increased par

ticipation rates for the same sub-group. Results of the study have the potential to provide 

individual leaders and schools with policies and procedures they can implement to ad

dress the problem. Further, increasing African American student access to AP courses it 

will increase their probability for success at the post-secondary level.

Procedures

Through a qualitative research design guided by two research questions, the re

searcher sought to identify the policies and procedures implemented at the building level 

that improved access, participation, and retention in Advanced Placement courses of eth

nic minorities. Salkind (2012) defines qualitative research as “social or behavioral sci

ence research that explores the processes that underline human behavior using such ex

ploratory techniques as interviews, surveys, case studies” (p. 213). This study examined 

the problem through inquiry, data collection and an in-depth analysis. The researcher in

terviewed an assistant principal at a target location where a significant increase in access 

and participation to AP courses for African American students was documented.
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Through this interview, the personal histories, perspectives, and experiences of school 

administrators were used to gain insight into approaches used to address the problem.

Following the selection of the school administrator through purposeful sampling, 

the researcher conducted an interview in a location deemed convenient by the interview

ee. The interview was audio recorded to ensure accuracy of the information conveyed and 

the responses were transcribed, analyzed and coded. Prior to conducting the interview, 

the researcher obtained approval from the Internal Review Board of Mercer University 

and consent to participate from the target school district. Following the district’s approv

al, the researcher asked the principal and assistant principals from the selected school to 

participate in the study. In order to ensure confidentiality, the researcher was the only in

dividual to handle the data and redacted the names of the district, school, and assistant 

principal. Furthermore, the administrator was ensured anonymity.

Additionally, the researcher conducted document analyses to identify policies, 

procedures, evaluations, and other data related to the Advanced Placement Program and 

the participation rates of underrepresented minorities. The methodology ensured the pri

vacy of the setting, anonymity of participants, and confidentiality of documents.

Limitations

A limitation associated with this study was the use of interviews. Responses of 

participant may have affected the data analysis, as veracity of interviews cannot be veri

fied. In order to decrease the likelihood of this occurring, the researcher assured the ad

ministrator that her responses would be kept confidential. The researcher assumed that 

the participant was being open and honest with her responses.

Delimitations
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The research was restricted by the researcher’s selection of the administrators 

from the one school district. The researcher chose to delimit the study to this group of 

administrators because they served as the leaders of schools that have proven success 

with increasing access and the participation rate of African American students in Ad

vanced Placement courses. A high school was selected because Advanced Placement 

courses are only found in the high school setting.

Definition of Terms

1. The Advanced Placement Program is available to high schools and allows students 

to participate in AP course which afford them the opportunity to earn college credit 

(College Board, 2003).

2. Equity is referred to as the level of access minority students have to AP courses 

compared to their white counterparts (Center for Public Education, 2012).

Summary

As the access gap to advanced courses for minority students continues to persist, 

various school systems have tried to combat the problem by implementing a number of 

initiatives to increase access and participation. Unfortunately, with discretion given to the 

local school, not all leaders choose to include AP courses in their list of available courses. 

Chapter 1 has laid the foundation for Advanced Placement courses and the examination 

for equitable access. The study conducted an in-depth interview with a school administra

tor to collect her personal history, perspective, and experiences related to the problem of



(a) restricted access and (b) low participation of underrepresented minority students in 

public school Advanced Placement courses.

Chapter 2 will provide a more in-depth historical background of the Advanced 

Placement program and how it has evolved over the years. The researcher will also pro

vide a deeper explanation of the theoretical framework to be used for the study.



CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The chapter provides a comprehensive report of the empirical and theoretical lit

erature related to the Advanced Placement (AP) Program and the United states. The nar

rative will explore the requirements for participation in AP, historical inequities and dis

proportionate placement of ethnic minorities in AP, the role of AP in college success, the 

traditional role and influence of administrators in AP, and the role of Invitational Theory 

in explaining the research problem. The chapter concludes with a summary of the litera

ture findings.

The need for the Advanced Placement program was evident well before the pro

gram’s inception in 1954. In 1776, Alexander Hamilton “walked into King’s College and 

demanded that he be allowed to complete his undergraduate studies in one year” (Roth

schild, 2011, p .175). Over the course of the next century, however, the educational sys

tem struggled to keep up with the nation’s demands for quality individuals. As the United 

States fought in war after war, it was becoming increasingly more noticeable that there 

was a need for scientists and engineers; however the products coming out of America’s 

colleges were lacking the skills necessary to carry the nation into the 21st century (Roth

schild, 2011). With students reporting that their early years of college were repetitive and 

lackluster they developed a nonchalant attitude and put forth little effort, therefore a need 

arose for students to advance beyond courses to which they had already shown mastery.

15
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In response to this need, the Ford Foundation created the Fund for the Advancement of 

Education, also known as FAE (Scanlon, 1957).

The FAE’s main goal was to provide opportunities for high achieving students to 

advance in their educational career, therefore a number of initiatives were created, with 

the formation of Advanced Placement being its most widely revered. Educators from 

some of the nation’s top schools convened to create the blueprint for this program as a 

way to move from the one size fits all educational system that plagued the country at that 

time (Nugent & Karnes, 2002).

In 1951, Andover’s headmaster, John Kemper, wrote a letter to the president of 

the FAE detailing the need for a program that would allow students to “move ahead in 

college after they had been admitted” (Rothschild, p. 176). He expressed grave concern 

about the collegiate educational system offering the same level of courses to all students, 

when the reality was that all students do not transition from the same level of preparatory 

school (Rothschild, 1999). Therefore, students from his very elite school were referring 

to their college experience as being dull and repetitious and as a result were losing inter

est in college and the work involved (Rothschild, 1999). Kemper’s letter sparked the in

terest of the FAE’s president, Clarence Faust, and resulted in educators from three private 

preparatory schools; Andover, Lawrenceville, and Exeter, and three universities; Har

vard, Princeton, and Yale developing a plan for implementation, which is described in 

their report titled General Education in School and College; A Committee Report by 

Members o f the Faculties o f Andover, Exeter, Lawrenceville, Harvard, Princeton, and 

Yale (1952).
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The committee developed a plan that was elitist from the beginning. In the report, 

it was stated, “while we have tried to outline a program of study which would offer all 

students of college caliber a better education, we have been particularly concerned about 

the superior students. This concern is partly the result of our belief that standards can be 

pulled up from the top more easily than they can be pushed up from the bottom.” 

(Blackmer et al., 1952). At the time of the report, superior students enrolled in the 

schools represented by the committee were Caucasian males from affluent families. The 

committee proposed more independent study for the superior students while also chal

lenging schools to provide a “specific outline for advanced placement” (Rothschild,

1999, p. 177).

Another committee comprised of twelve administrators agreed with the problem 

reported by the initial committee; that students were not engaged in their college educa

tion due to already having been taught the material in previous years, therefore they de

cided that it was more important for high schools to provide high standards and rigorous 

coursework to allow for advancement in college while at the same time strengthening the 

high schools (Rothschild, 1999,2011). From the proposal, seven schools were selected to 

pilot advanced courses, however that number quickly grew from seven to twenty-seven in 

less than a year.

Each pilot school introducing advanced courses into their curriculum faced chal

lenges. These challenges ranged from the student selection criteria to faculty buy-in to 

fear of students being unprepared for what was to come. Where some schools allowed 

students to participate in these courses based on faculty recommendation, others based 

their selection on data “such as I.Q. scores” in addition; members of the faculty were very
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mixed in their review of implementing this program as it was viewed as yet another initi

ative for some (Rothschild, 1999; Klopfenstein, 2004). It was also feared that the ad

vanced courses would not carry the same weight as a college course, and students would 

lack the foundational skills necessary to be successful in subsequent courses once en

rolled in college, followed by the concern of rigor imbedded in the coursework and the 

correlating exam.

Despite all of the challenges, the Advanced Placement program became an offi

cial part of the nation’s secondary educational program in 1957; created to “allow high 

school students to earn credit, or at least advanced placement, for college-level course- 

work, thereby avoiding needless repetition once these students arrived at college” 

(Klopfenstein, 2006, p.2). Decades later, the program has grown from only twenty-seven 

pilot schools with 11 courses available to being a part of the curriculum in nearly 60% of 

the nation’s public schools, offering 38 courses (College Board, 2015).

Student Benefits of Advanced Placement Enrollment

The growth of the Advanced Placement program is partially due to the many ad

vantages the program offers to its participants. The Princeton Review (2015) lists the top 

five benefits for enrolling in AP courses as; college preparation; college application im

provement; studying what you love, jump start on college requirements, and potential to 

save money on tuition. With such attractive benefits, some schools jump at the opportuni

ty to offer this program to their students, while some students are eager to participate for 

the chance to benefit from the Advanced Placement program’s advantages.

Klopfenstein (2006) posits that students who drop out of college or take longer 

than 5 years to graduate do so because of their lack of preparation. Their high school ca
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reer did not equip them with the skills necessary to be successful in college such as, criti

cal thinking, organization, and writing skills. Advanced Placement courses are designed 

to be “fast-paced, cover more material than traditional courses, and require independent 

work like research, writing, and analysis” (Franek, 2015). AP courses, in most cases, mir

ror college-level courses, therefore without the exposure to the skills acquired through 

AP enrollment; some students are left with an unsuccessful transition to college. The Col

lege Board (2009) conducted a study where AP students were found to have a “better 

four-year graduation rate than those who did not take AP.

Simply enrolling in AP courses is advantageous to a student’s college application. 

The College Board (2009) states, “85 percent of colleges and universities report that a 

student’s AP experience favorably impacts admissions decisions”. With enrollment in AP 

courses, it is believed that those students have “had to develop the time management 

skills and the discipline to do the type of time-consuming intellectual work that is re

quired to be successful in college” (College Board, 2009). The National Research Coun

cil (2002) conducted a study on 264 colleges and universities to determine the reason be

hind the increased emphasis on Advanced Placement courses within the application pro

cess. The data revealed that schools used a student’s participation in Advanced Placement 

as a way to identify highly qualified students; deeming their past performance as the best 

predictor of future performance (Geiser & Santelices, 2004). In addition, some of the 

country’s most selective colleges and universities use a student’s AP enrollment as an 

indicator of their high school’s academic caliber and is also used to compare students 

from different schools (Geiser & Santelices, 2004). The increased attention to Advanced 

Placement in college admissions has caused student’s to seek more rigorous coursework
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and encouraged high schools to increase their Advance Placement course offerings as 

well (Geiser & Santelices, 2004; Kirst, 1998).

With 38 available AP courses, students have the opportunity to explore subject 

areas that are less aligned with their high school curriculum and more aligned with their 

personal interests. Courses such as Psychology, Economics, and Computer Science pro

vide students with a deeper insight of how college might look and feel for them; enrolled 

in courses that have the potential to drive their future profession.

Enrolling in AP courses also has the potential to give students a jump start on col

lege requirements. Some colleges and universities accept AP exam scores of 3 or higher 

as college credit or advanced placement, depending on the institution. The benefits of 

earning college credit while in high school or advanced placement once enrolled in col

lege allows students to take additional courses that peak their interests or even graduate 

earlier than planned, which in turn impacts the financial aspect of higher education.

Saving money on college tuition is another great advantage of enrolling in AP 

courses. The College Board (2009) reports that “students who take longer to graduate 

from a public college or university typically pay between $8000 and $19,000 for each 

additional year”; therefore student success in AP programs has the ability to shorten their 

time in college which decreases the amount of money spent on their college education.

Criteria for Advanced Placement 

Pre-requisites for AP courses vary from school to school, as there are no general 

criteria used for each high school across the nation. The criteria vary from standardized 

test scores, prior course history, academic GPA, department/teacher recommendations,
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and/or parent requests. With such diverse criteria, placement in AP courses has seen a 

shift from student ability to student participation; quantity instead of quality.

Many schools view performance on a standardized assessment as a great indicator 

of student ability. Standardized assessments, such as the PSAT and the SAT, help to 

show a student’s readiness in the area of reading comprehension and reasoning (Bradley, 

2016). Students who can successfully perform on these assessments are viewed as having 

the knowledge and skills necessary to be successful in an Advanced Placement course.

Though not the most widely used criteria, the cumulative GPA is however an in

dicator of a student’s readiness. The Grade Point Average is a point system that shows 

student mastery in various courses and the higher the GPA, the more the student is seen 

as having the academic ability needed for such a highly rigorous course within the Ad

vanced Placement program (Bradley, 2016).

Teacher recommendations are an integral part of the Advanced Placement pro

cess, as they bear witness to the student’s strengths and weaknesses. They are able to 

provide deeper insight to a student’s ability as well as their drive and ambitions. Many 

schools heavily weigh their decisions to allow students to participate in Advanced Place

ment courses on teacher recommendations because they also can attest to a student’s 

readiness.

Historical Inequities for African Americans in Education 

African Americans’ hunger to learn began well before they started formally at

tending school. The desire to read and write was a passion that continued to build each 

day they were denied those rights as slaves. Therefore, once public schools were estab

lished in the late 1800s, African Americans jumped at the chance to free education, no
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matter the circumstance. However, the circumstances were grave and African Americans 

have long suffered the plight of educational inequalities and inequities. The Virginia His

torical Society (2012) argues that “black schools had fewer books, worse buildings, and 

less well-paid teachers” (vahistorical.org). They simply did not have access to the same 

level or quality of education that was afforded to their white counterparts.

Following the government’s ruling in Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896, where segrega

tion was officially found legal, the courts argued that white and black students could re

ceive an equal education in a separate setting. However, the educational system saw the 

rise of institutional racism that further supported the belief that African Americans were 

an inferior people (Tyack, 1974). As segregated schools were still controlled by an all- 

white government, the funding allotted to educate students was immensely unequal. In 

1939, the amount of money it cost to educate a white student was nearly double the 

amount to educate an African American student (Tyack, 1974). Therefore it was evident 

to all involved that “separate but equal” was not being upheld in the schools as the ine

qualities continued to persist.

In 1954, the Supreme Court ruled racial segregation to be unconstitutional in the 

case of Brown v. Board o f  Education. With that ruling, integration was to begin and edu

cational equality was to take effect. Unfortunately, the ruling did not have as much suc

cess as designed, as educational disparities continue today. Rothstein (2013) reports that 

“today, African American students are more isolated than they were 40 years ago.. .as 

many black children attend schools in racially and economically isolated neighborhoods” 

(p. 2). Students who attend such homogenous schools are less likely to have the oppor
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tunity to participate in higher level learning, such as Advance Placement courses, and 

therefore find themselves at a disadvantage.

Disproportionate Advanced Placement Access and Participation 

The Advanced Placement program began as a program for the elite and entitled 

however has expanded to any and all students who desire an academic challenge or simp

ly want to explore courses of interest on a deeper level. Through this expansion, the pro

gram has seen an increase in student participation, yet African American students contin

ue to be underrepresented in Advanced Placement courses compared to their white coun

terparts. In 2012, the Office for Civil Rights reported that African American students ac

counted for 16% of the nation’s high school population, however only 9% of the AP en

rollment, where white students made up 54% of the total high school population and 59% 

of the AP enrollment. Even within schools where African American students make up the 

majority of the population, they are also found to be underrepresented in Advanced 

Placement courses. Solorzano and Ornelas (2002), Klopfenstein (2004a, 2004b), as well 

as Conger and colleagues (2009), all analyzed AP enrollment data from some of the na

tion’s largely populated states; California, Texas, and Florida respectively, and found that 

there are major disparities in access to Advanced Placement courses. Urban schools with 

large minority populations, specifically serving majority African American and Hispanic 

students, have the lowest AP enrollment, compared to more racially diverse schools in 

more affluent areas, that have a higher AP enrollment (Solorzano & Ornelas, 2002; 

Klopfenstein, 2004a, 2004b; Conger et al., 2009).

Rado and Malone (2011) argue that Advanced Placement courses are the most 

“rigorous courses” used to prepare students for college and helps them to “get an edge on
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admissions and rack up credits even before stepping on campus” (p.l). However, in the 

state of Illinois, tens of thousands of high school students do not have the opportunity to 

take such courses due to the lack of availability at their high schools (Rado & Malone,

2011). For example, Rado and Malone report “DuPage County, Lisle High School of

fered two AP subjects while a few miles down the road, Glenbard West High School had 

25.. .In Will County, Lincoln-Way East High School’s roster included APs in 20 sub

jects—from Latin:Vergil to statistics -  while Reed-Custer High School said it offered one 

AP class, in Spanish” (p. 2-3). With such frightening statistics the superintendent of Illi

nois’ Schools created maps to show AP participation across the state and found that his 

own high school alma mater did not offer any Advanced Placement courses (Rado & 

Malone, 2011). Parents contend that their children were not receiving the same opportu

nities simply based on where they lived, which becomes an issue when students are com

peting against one another to attend college, as it is known that Advanced Placement 

courses stand out on college applications (Rado & Malone, 2011).

While Advanced Placement courses are historically less accessible in low-income 

and high minority schools, there are only 4 states nationwide that require every high 

school to offer an Advanced Placement course-Arkansas, Indiana, South Carolina, and 

West Virginia (Education Commission, 2008).

Advanced Placement Enrollment and College Success 

With colleges struggling to retain students, there are several factors that may im

pact a student’s decision to leave after their freshman year. US.News and World (2014) 

reports that as many as one-third of freshman students did not return to college for their 

sophomore year due to “family problems, loneliness, academic struggles and a lack of
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money”. While not every cause can be avoided, academic struggles are best combated 

with a high school career that successfully prepares for college.

Though the relationship between college success and Advanced Placement partic

ipation is not causal, it is, however, intentional. Advanced Placement courses are de

signed to mirror college courses due to the fact that students attain college credit after 

successfully completing the course and earning a score of 3 or higher on the correlating 

exam. The students who enroll in Advanced Placement courses are high achieving and 

extrinsically motivated, and have demonstrated success in previous courses (Klopfenstein 

& Long, 2006). Their participation in the Advanced Placement program is connected to 

college readiness and ultimately, college completion.

Predictions of Advanced Placement Success 

Just as the saying of “practice makes perfect” has transformed into “perfect prac

tice makes perfect, such is true about student participation in AP. Participation alone does 

not ensure success, but successful participation ensures success. Yet, research has found 

that students are apprehensive about participating in Advanced Placement courses be

cause of the uncertainty of their success in the class. The College Board (2011), local 

schools, and numerous outlets have sought to determine how to predict a student’s suc

cess in AP classes. Knowing that participation in AP courses requires students to truly be 

prepared for the level of rigor they are going to encounter; the best predictor of success 

comes from previous coursework.

The College Board created the “AP Potential” tool to assist schools with identify

ing students who have the potential to be successful in an Advanced Placement course. 

The tool allows schools to “generate rosters of students who are likely to score a 3 or
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higher on a given AP Exam based on their performance on the PSAT” (College Board,

2012). Though the tool is helpful, it is not intended to discourage students who have the 

desire and motivation to enroll in Advanced Placement courses, yet are not included in 

the roster generated by the AP Potential tool (College Board, 2012).

African American students, who are typically underrepresented in college, have 

the opportunity to “overcome barriers to college education” by successfully participating 

in Advanced Placement courses (Burton et al., 2002, p.l).

Administrator’s Role as Instructional Leaders 

Oftentimes, administrators are viewed as the disciplinarian within the school; the 

individual being called upon when students misbehave or even handing out consequences 

when staff members fail to maintain a level of professionalism. While ensuring positive 

conduct within the school is a necessity, the role of the school leader has moved beyond 

disciplinarian and transitioned to instructional leader.

School districts, with a focus on teaching and learning, have charged local school 

leaders, such as principals and assistant principals, to shy away from relying on the 

coaches and mentors to guarantee their school’s academic success (Honig, 2012). District 

and central office personnel have provided an abundance of support to the school leaders 

in order to ensure they have the ability to instructionally lead their school while building 

the capacity within their teachers. Honig (2012) reports that “educational research over at 

least the past decade has identified principals’ instructional leadership as an important 

contributor to improved teaching and, in some studies, student achievement gains” (p. 

739).
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As an instructional leader, school administrators engage in work that directly im

pacts the students in their schools. This work includes, but is not limited to, classroom 

observations, providing relevant and effective feedback, modeling instruction, and en

couraging teachers to reflect on their practices (Blase & Blase, 1999). Leaders are pro

vided a plethora of learning opportunities to ensure teachers are effective in their roles 

and a level of autonomy is given to ensure these roles are carried out.

Specifically at the high school level, leaders are given the autonomy to offer 

courses outside of the required course list that meet the needs of their population. For ex

ample, some high schools offer Latin and German as a foreign language whereas others 

provide the option of Spanish and French to their students. The requirement is simply that 

the school offers a foreign language but which language is chosen is at the discretion of 

the local school. The same autonomy is given to leaders in their creation of higher level 

courses, such as Advanced Placement.

How Leaders Influence Advanced Placement

School leaders directly influence Advanced Placement; from the number of and 

type of courses offered to the requirements needed to participate in the class. Scott (2015) 

interviewed the principal of North County High School in Maryland, where student par

ticipation in Advanced Placement courses was very low. In fact, upon the principal’s ar

rival to the school in 2010, less than 10% of the student population was enrolled in an AP 

course. In order to change these statistics, the principal decided to add more AP courses, 

eliminate the pre-requisites for enrollment, and encourage all students to take at least one 

AP course during their high school career. The result of this change was the increase of 

student access and participation in Advanced Placement courses -  from 200 students to
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over 600 students (Scott, 2015). The shift began to spread and it became an expectation -  

students who attend North County High School entered expecting to take an AP course 

before graduating.

The lengths the North County High School principal took to increase Advanced 

Placement access and participation is an example of a leader who saw a gap worked to 

fill it. Unfortunately, there are numerous schools all around the country led by principals 

who have the freedom to make such drastic changes, but lack the knowledge or resources 

needed to carry it out. For example, California reported over 30 schools with only one AP 

course offering while three schools reported students having access to 26 AP courses 

(Furry & Hesch, 2001). It is the responsibility of the principal to meet the academic needs 

of the entire student body by providing course work that is both rigorous and challenging.

Invitational Theory

As research and data have established, African American students have less ac

cess to and are enrolled in Advanced Placement courses at a much lower rate than their 

white counterparts. The research also details that student access and participation in Ad

vanced Placement courses are not solely based on their ability to be successful, but based 

on the course availability at their school coupled with the criteria imposed by the local 

school’s administration. With such defining reasons, the researcher will use Purkey’s 

(1984) Invitational Theory to better define the need for leaders who are consciously 

aware of the need for such high level courses as well as the need for all capable students 

to have the opportunity to participate in such courses.

Theories are developed for the purpose of explaining, predicting, or controlling 

events (Smith & Regen, 1999). In an effort to inform the problem of disproportionate ac
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cess and participation to Advanced Placement courses for African American students, 

Purkey’s Invitational Theory will be analyzed. As a theory developed for diverse popula

tions, Invitational Theory focuses on the need for programs that ensure success for all 

populations (Schmidt, 2004). Invitational Theory uses a 6E construct to determine the 

level that “embraces, celebrates, and honors diversity” (Schmidt, 2007, p. 16). The 6Es 

include equity, expectation, encouragement, enlistment, empowerment, and enjoyment.

Schmidt (2007) posits that “equitable practices from an invitational perspective 

ensure access for everyone to participate in programs, fair treatments across places, poli

cies, and processes designed and implemented by the organization” (p. 17). It is important 

for leaders to assess their school’s equity by posing the necessary questions, such as do 

all students have equal opportunity to participate in Advanced Placement courses, and 

are all students treated fairly when determining the course offerings at the school.

Expectation can be defined as the belief that something can and will happen in the 

future. Expectation as it relates to Invitational Theory is no different, however it takes 

into account an individual’s perception with the belief that “perceptions help us establish 

what we believe will likely occur” (Schmidt, 2007, p. 18). Purkey and Novak (1996) con

tend that success with diverse populations is limited to the degree of expectation present

ed by the individual. Schmidt (2007) presents an example of how someone could have 

low expectations for a student based on their socio-economic status and how that ulti

mately decreases the likelihood of having a beneficial relationship with that student in the 

future. Therefore, administrator’s expectations for African American students have the 

possibility to directly impact their access to and participation in Advanced Placement 

courses.
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Enlistment deals with the leader’s ability to successfully recruit the individuals 

required to move the organization forward. It is imperative that the principal solicits the 

support and influence from all stakeholders in order to build an organization where all 

students are afforded the same opportunities. Schmidt (2007) states, “enlistment strate

gies can be assessed to give a sense of how an organization invites a wide audience of 

participation across its diverse groups” (p. 19).

The six elements of Invitational Theory are intended to encourage diverse rela

tionships and provide leaders with the necessary principles and concepts as they deal with 

diverse populations. Each element serves to enhance the environment by ensuring the 

leader completely understands the importance of being fair and inclusive to all groups.

History of Discrimination in American Education

The United States has a deliberate and unrelenting history of under-educating 

children of African descent. Because literacy was antithetical to enslavement, during the 

three hundred and fifty years of the American slave trade, the education of Africans was 

punishable by incarceration, fines, and death. In 1740, South Carolina became the first 

state to prohibit the education of Slaves (Franklin, 1947). The ban against the education 

of African slaves could result in serious legal consequences for the teacher and the stu

dent. The Virginia Criminal Code (1847) stated, “Any white person who shall assemble 

with slaves, [or] free negroes . . .  for the purpose of instructing them to read or write, 

shall be punished by confinement in the j a i l . . .  and by fine “. (Bush, 2002).

Following the end of the Civil War, former slaves were taught basic literacy in 

church academies. Yet, Jim Crow laws prohibited this population from having access to 

schools attended by white children. From its founding in 1909 through 1954 and beyond,
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the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People used the court system 

to fight for equal access to education for the descendants of slaves (Franklin, 1949). It 

took ninety years after the Civil War for the United States to grant children of former 

slaves the right to equal access to education. While the 1954 unanimous Brown decision 

of the U. S. Supreme Court ended de jure segregation of public schools in the United 

States, de facto segregation continues in many forms throughout the country today (Con

nery, 2013). One example of this is the continued underrepresentation of African Ameri

cans in Advanced Placement courses.

Summary

Chapter two has provided an in depth review of the literature as it relates to the 

historical background of the Advanced Placement program, the benefits afforded to stu

dents enrolled in AP courses, the criteria used for student participation, historical inequi

ties for African Americans in education as well as their present disproportionate access 

and participation in Advanced Placement course, administrators as instructional leaders 

and their influence on the Advanced Placement program at their school, and concluding 

with a review of Invitational Theory and how it explains the problem of African Ameri

can’s disproportionate access to and participation in Advanced Placement courses. Chap

ter three will provide a complete review of the methodology implored to conduct the re

search.



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY

This chapter describes the methodology used to further explore the problem and 

conduct the study. The researcher utilized a qualitative research design to examine 

schools that have documented an increase in access to and participation in Advanced 

Placement courses for African American students. Further, the chapter will detail the ra

tionale for the research, provide a description of the research design, and explain proce

dures for data collection.

The problem that drives the research is the disproportionate access and participa

tion in Advanced Placement courses for African American students. The Office for Civil 

Rights (2014) supports this claim as they report, “Black and Latino students combined 

represent 37% high school enrollment but 27% of students taking AP courses” (p. 11). 

Specifically, African American students make up 16% of high school students, but only 

9% of them were enrolled in at least one AP course (Office for Civil Rights, 2014). This 

is significantly lower than their white counterparts who have a high school enrollment 

rate of 54%, with 59% of the students enrolled in an AP course were white (Office for 

Civil Rights, 2014). Research supports that students who enroll in Advanced Placement 

courses are more prepared for college and in turn have a more successful college career 

(Klopfenstein, 2006; The College Board; 2009, The College Board, 2015). However, not 

all students share the same opportunities to participate in Advanced Placement courses. 

With such a disparaging difference between AP enrollment of African American

32
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and white students, the researcher deemed it necessary to study an institution and its 

leaders that have provided these opportunities to African American students.

Rationale for Research

As the research has explained, disproportionate access to and participation in AP 

courses persist for African American students, therefore, the purpose of this qualitative 

study was to investigate the policies, procedures, and processes of leaders who serve at 

schools that have successfully increased African American student access to and partici

pation in Advanced Placement courses.

Research Questions

This qualitative study addressed the following research questions:

1. What policies and procedures do high school leaders employ to increase ac

cess to Advanced Placement courses for African American students?

2. What processes do high school leaders use to sustain participation of African 

American students in AP courses?

Research Design

Using a qualitative methodology, the researcher sought to investigate the steps 

taken by local school leaders to increase the access to AP courses as well as sustain the 

participation within these courses for African American students. The researcher used a 

case study approach to gain insight on how the selected leaders accomplished this task. 

Qualitative research was most appropriate for this study, as it allowed the researcher to 

explore successful processes that are the cause for increased African American participa

tion and access rates in AP courses. The goal of qualitative research is to allow the re

searcher to understand unique situations in specific settings while being utilized as the
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primary source of data collection. Creswell and Miller (2000) purport the need to employ 

qualitative methodology over quantitative methodology in certain studies as “qualitative 

researchers use a lens not based on scores, instruments, or research designs but a lens es

tablished using the views of people who conduct, participate in, or read and review a 

study” (p. 125). The researcher, therefore, sought to obtain a deeper view of the partici

pants’ personal experiences with the Advanced Placement program with vivid descrip

tions and details of the process that led to the success, and this could only be carried out 

through the use of qualitative research.

Salkind (2012) describes a case study as a “study of an individual or institution in 

a unique setting or situation in an intense and as detailed a manner as possible” (p. 217). 

There are many advantages and disadvantages of employing a case studies approach. 

Some of the advantages include its ability to allow the researcher to use several tech

niques in order to obtain the information, lends itself to the collection and examination of 

very detailed data, and the results from a case study can yield to further studies (Creswell, 

2007; Salkind, 2012). As with any approach, however, case studies also have their disad

vantages, such as the inability to generalize the findings due to the specificity of the case 

as well as the fact that the information gathered is indicative of that reality but doesn’t 

always tell the entire story (Salkind, 2012).

According to Creswell (2007), the use of a case study approach requires the re

searcher to “explore one or more cases within a bounded system” (p. 245). Therefore, this 

study explored the case of successfully increased access and participation to AP courses 

for African American students within a specific school. More specifically, the case study 

was distinguished by its size; a single instrumental case study where the researcher “fo-
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cused on one issue or concern and then selects one bounded case to illustrate this issue”

(p. 245). The use of a case study methodology was essential to exploring the policies, 

procedures, and practices the target school used to address the disproportionality of Ad

vanced Placement access and participation for African American students. Through the 

use of interviews, observations, and document analysis, the researcher had the opportuni

ty to listen and analyze the voices, perspectives, and actions of the individuals directly 

involved in closing the access and participation gap. The case study therefore lent itself to 

a better understanding of how the leaders went about developing the successful plan of 

action.

Research Plan

The research plan details the steps the researcher followed in order to conduct the 

study. The plan includes information about the population, sample, participants, instru

ments, and procedures.

Population

The researcher conducted the study within one high school in a large urban school 

district. The selected high school served as the case study. A high school was selected as 

the target population because Advanced Placement programs are only available to high 

school students. In addition, a large urban school district was selected because the demo

graphic make-up of students in urban schools includes a largely minority population than 

schools in rural or suburban school districts, where urban schools carry over twice as 

many African American students as suburban or rural schools (Jacob, 2007).

African American students are enrolled in AP courses at a disproportionate rate 

compared to their white counterparts and have a much smaller chance of having access to
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these advanced courses as well (CollegeBoard, 2002; Darity et al., 2001; Johnson & 

Kritonis, 2006; Klopfenstein, 2004; U.S. Department of Education, 2014). With this in 

mind, using purposeful sampling, the researcher selectede a high school within a large 

urban school district that has demonstrated significant increase to and participation in 

Advanced Placement courses for African American students. As the study examined the 

leaders’ successful processes and procedures, it was imperative to select a school where 

the individuals have demonstrated this success.

The Broad Foundation is an organization that focuses on the transformation and 

advancement of public education within the largest urban school districts in the United 

States (Broad Foundation, 2013). In a recent report titled The Road to Equity: Expanding 

AP Access and Success for African American students, the foundation posits that of the 

75 urban school districts that qualify for its Broad Prize for Urban Education, only 6 dis

tricts demonstrated increasing pass rates on the AP exam, as well as increased or main

tained participation rates in the same courses for African American students. The report 

(2013) also notes that “in nearly all of the 75 Broad Prize eligible urban school districts, 

the gap in both AP passing rates and participation rates between African American stu

dents and their white counterparts is significant” (p. 3). Furthermore, the report (2013) 

indicates that the AP equity gap between African American and white students persists 

because of the number of urban districts that state they are “scaling back their efforts be

cause of budget cuts” (p. 11). Of the six districts demonstrating increased pass and partic

ipation rates for African American students in Advanced Placement courses, Lee County 

Public schools has the most comparable African American and white student enrollment, 

with 42% of the student population consisting of African American students and 34%



37

consisting of white students. Lee County Public Schools is a large urban school district in 

the southeastern region of the United States. The system has over 100 primary and sec

ondary schools, more than 15 of them being high schools. The urban district also serves 

over 100,000 students. The selected high school services students in grades nine through 

twelve and was selected because it resides in Lee County Public Schools, and has shown 

marked increased participation to Advanced Placement courses for African American 

students.

Research Procedures 

Prior to data collection, the researcher submitted an application to the Institutional 

Review Board (IRB). Following the application’s approval, the researcher identified the 

principal and assistant principals at the selected high school. Research shows that school 

leaders are directly responsible for some of the courses offered to students at the high 

school level (Lalas & Morgan, 2006). While there is no set criteria when developing a 

course list, leaders have used a variety of resources when selecting which courses to offer 

outside of the state requirements. Due to their direct relationship with course offerings, 

the participants identified to participate in the study were selected based on their em

ployment with the school in a principal and/or assistant principal capacity.

Following the identification of the participants, the researcher contacted the prin

cipal and assistant principals by way of an emailed letter to share the details of the study 

and request their participation. Once the leaders accepted the request, the researcher met 

with the assistant principal directly supporting the Advanced Placement program at a lo

cation of her choosing where a one-on-one interview was conducted. The researcher rec
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orded, transcribed and analyzed the interview, followed by the coding of the participant’s 

responses.

Qualitative studies allow for numerous sources of data collection such as inter

views, document reviews, observations, and the analysis of audio and/or visual resources 

(Creswell, 2007). For the purposes of this study, the researcher used interviews as the 

main source of data collection, however the use of observations, and the review of docu

ments were included to further answer the research questions while also improving the 

validity of the study.

Interviews provide a deeper understanding of the problem by allowing the partici

pants to share detailed thoughts and experiences with the researcher (Creswell, 2007). 

They are most appropriate in situations where little information is known about the sub

ject or study, and therefore a greater insight can be garnered from the use of the inter

views (Yin, 1994). Other methods of data collection, such as surveys or questionnaires, 

do not lend itself to the level of detail and insight obtained through the use of interviews. 

Specifically, the researcher used a semi-structured interview. The advantage of a semi

structured interview is its ability to allow for elaboration. While the researcher sought to 

gather information through specific questions, the questions were open-ended which lent 

themselves to responses that may not have been thought of by the researcher (Carr,

1994).

In addition to semi-structured interviews, the researcher conducted participant ob

servations. Observations are an integral part of the research process, as they are the “sys

tematic description of events, behaviors, and artifacts in the social setting chosen for 

study” (Marshall & Rossman, p.79). In an attempt to understand how the selected leaders
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are able to sustain the level of participation of African American students in Advance 

Placement courses, the researcher sought to observe their activities and actions that per

tain to the Advanced Placement program. The researcher also observed the school’s set

ting, while paying close attention to artifacts that appear to relate to the Advanced Place

ment program. Furthermore, the advantages to using observations are their ability to ex

plore participant interactions, time management on the task, and any nonverbal expres

sions or forms of communication (Schmuck, 1997). Some disadvantages of using partici

pant observations as a form of data collection include the observation of activities that do 

not pertain to the study and therefore have the possibility to lengthen the process (de- 

Munck & Sobo, 1998). In an effort to combat this issue, the researcher employed a more 

structured observation where the researcher determined the participants for the observa

tions, the time and location of when they were to be observed, and what was being ob

served (Johnson & Sackett, 1998).

A thorough document review was also employed as a form of data collection. The 

researcher gathered and reviewed any and all documents pertaining to the Advanced 

Placement program including but not limited to communications about programs and ini

tiatives, local school plans, meeting agendas and administrative notes that were related to 

addressing the African American student access and participation in Advanced Placement 

courses. In an effort to rely on several forms of evidence, the researcher’s use of inter

views, observations, and document reviews supported the researchers attempt to triangu

late the data analyses (Creswell & Miller, 2000)
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Data Analysis

The analysis of data obtained from interviews, observations, and document review 

was an on-going process. The researcher consistently referred back to the data sources 

looking for themes, asking questions, making interpretations, and reflecting. Creswell 

(2014) recommends the use of a step-by-step approach when analyzing qualitative data 

(pp. 197-201).

Step 1: The researcher is to organize and prepare the data for analysis. This includes 

transcribing interviews, typing field notes, cataloguing visual materials, and 

sorting and arranging data types.

Step 2: In this step, the researcher must thoroughly read all of the data in order to 

determine its overall meaning. Through this reading, the researcher is able 

to obtain a better understanding of what the participants are saying, the tone 

of the ideas, and the depth, credibility, and use of the information.

Step 3: Start coding all of the data. Coding is a process where the researcher takes 

the text data gathered during data collection, clusters similar topics togeth

er, and forms them into categories using participant specific terms.

Step 4: Use the coding process to generate a description of the setting or people as 

well as categories or themes for analysis. The researcher can use codes to 

generate five to seven themes that appear as major findings in the study and 

are specific to the various perspectives and viewpoints of the participants.

Step 5: The researcher must determine how the description and themes will be rep

resented in the qualitative narrative. Most commonly, a narrative passage is
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used to convey the findings of the analysis, however the use of visuals, ta

bles, or figures is included when necessary.

Step 6: This final step involves the researcher making an interpretation of the find

ings or results. The researcher must determine what lessons were learned 

because of the research while comparing the findings to literature and theo

ries, both past and present.

The data analysis was guided by the research questions coupled with CreswelTs 

(2014) step-by-step recommendations. The first research question asks “What policies 

and procedures do high school leaders employ to increase the access to Advanced Place

ment courses for African American students?” Identifying these policies and procedures 

required the researcher to investigate the perception of the school leaders and their ap

proach to the African American student success in AP courses. Through the use of semi

structured interviews, the researcher used an audio recorder and then transcribed the par

ticipants’ responses in order to organize the information for coding. Data gathered from 

observations and the document review were also coded in order to identify common 

themes.

Role of Researcher

In an effort to ensure the research was free from researcher bias, the researcher 

acknowledged her subjectivity. Throughout the duration of this study, the researcher was 

employed as an assistant principal in a large urban school district within the state of 

Georgia. The researcher earned a bachelor’s degree in Elementary Education and a mas

ter’s degree in Educational Administration and Policy and is a current doctoral student 

working toward a PhD in Educational Leadership. The researcher has served in the ca
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pacity of teacher, parent coordinator, and assistant principal with a total of 8 years of ex

perience. Prior to attending college, the researcher was an honors student in high school, 

enrolled in numerous Advanced Placement courses where she was one of only two to 

three African American students in classes of up to 15 students.

The researcher sought to remain unbiased throughout the duration of the study by 

removing subjective views prior to any data collection. Creswell (2007) recommends re

searchers remove their experiences in order to obtain a fresh perspective. This is done 

through the collection of detailed field notes by way of multiple data sources as the re

searcher refrained from making personal references about her experience with the Ad

vanced Placement program.

Summary

With the extensive benefits afforded to students who enroll in AP courses, it is 

imperative to allow for as many capable students as possible the opportunity to partici

pate in such a high level of rigor. As the problem with access to Advanced Placement 

courses remains, this chapter sought to detail the qualitative research employed to explore 

the policies, practices and procedures used to increase access and participation of African 

American students in Advanced Placement courses. The researcher identified the need to 

use semi-structured interviews, participant observations, and document reviews in order 

to answer the research questions. This chapter also detailed the methodology, research 

problem, research questions, research design, data collection and data analysis. The fol

lowing chapter will provide a detailed report of the findings.
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RESULTS

African American students have been disproportionately represented in Advanced 

Placement courses from its inception in 1952 (Rothschild, 1999, College Board, 2003, 

2010). While the representation has improved over the years, the equity, access, and par

ticipation gap persists. In order to better combat this problem, focus must shift from 

schools and systems where the underrepresentation continues and move to schools and 

systems who have proven success in increasing access, participation and equity for Afri

can American students within the Advanced Placement program. Taking a closer look at 

these examples has the potential to provide more insight on how to increase representa

tion on a larger scale.

The purpose of this study was to investigate the policies and procedures employed 

by high school leaders in order to increase African American student access in Advanced 

Placement courses while also determining the processes used to sustain the participation 

of the same subgroup. Chapter 4 presents the results of this study and provides a detailed 

description of the participants, analyzed data, themes, and findings.

A case study qualitative approach was utilized as the Advanced Placement Assis

tant Principal was interviewed, documents were reviewed, and observations were con

ducted. The researcher completed a content analysis, where the interview, documents, 

and observation notes were examined in order to identify present themes. A line by line

43
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coding process was employed to also produce themes that arose during the semi

structured interview. The data collected were aligned with the two research questions:

1. What policies and procedures do high school leaders employ to increase ac

cess to Advanced Placement courses of African American students?

2. What processes do high school leaders use to sustain participation of African 

American students in AP courses?

Participants

The local school leaders, who have direct knowledge and information surrounding 

the school’s Advanced Placement program, were invited to participate in this study. The 

school has one principal with a total of 6 assistant principals. Due to the specific duties 

and responsibilities of each administrator, the researcher was informed that the Advanced 

Placement program is the sole responsibility of one assistant principal. With this infor

mation, the researcher conducted a semi-structured interview with the Advanced Place

ment Assistant Principal. To protect the anonymity of the participant, school, and district 

involved in the study, fictitious names were given to each of them.

Sumter High School is one of sixteen high schools in Lee County Public Schools, 

which is a large urban school district in the southeast region of the United States. The 

school supports 1700 students with diverse demographics. Approximately 43% of the 

student population is White, and African American students are the next largest sub

group, comprising 30.2% of the population. In addition, 15.3% of the students are His

panic, 7.3% of the students are of Asian descent, and 3.8% identify as two or more races. 

There are 40.5% of the students who receive free and reduced lunch.
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Sarah Johnson is an Assistant Principal at Sumter High School. Her 30 plus years 

in education began as a classroom teacher at the elementary level in two different school 

districts. After three years of teaching, she left the world of academia and began working 

as an educational consultant, selling publications to school districts. Though she found 

this new position to be lucrative and at times, less stressful, she quickly realized her pas

sion was in her daily interactions with the students. In 1983, she returned to the class

room as a middle school teacher working for Lee County Public Schools. She has been an 

administrator for the last 12 years, with the last 6 years serving as Assistant Principal of 

Sumter High School. In addition to her numerous administrative duties and responsibili

ties, Sarah also serves as the Advanced Placement Assistant Principal. In this capacity it 

is her responsibility to facilitate articulation with the middle schools as it pertains to ad

vanced levels and honors, organize professional learning opportunities for her Advanced 

Placement staff members, and create and monitor the AP budget.

Document Analysis and Observation 

Several documents were analyzed in order to address the research questions of the 

study. These documents included meeting agendas and their corresponding minutes, par

ent brochures, phone call messages, student letters, school website pages, AP registration 

informational forms, invitations to AP recognition breakfast, comprehensive list of cours

es offered and their corresponding AP course schedules. Each document played an inte

gral part in the research process as they collectively helped to provide greater insight into 

the Advanced Placement program at Sumter High School. Table 1 provides a detailed 

account of the documents analyzed in this study.
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Table 1

Details o f Documents Analyzed

Documents 

Meeting agendas

Meeting minutes

Advanced Placement 
& Honors parent brochure

Calling message 

Parent letters 

School Website

AP Registration Informational Sheet

AP recognition invitations

List of courses offered

AP course schedule 

AP exam schedule

Details

Meetings led by the Advanced 
Placement Assistant Principal with 
faculty and staff

Specific notes from each meeting

Pamphlet provided to parents and 
students with details and benefits of 
AP program

School-wide calling message sent to 
each parent to inform about AP 
courses, registration, and AP exams

Acknowledgement letters sent home 
to parents of students who scored 
well on a predictor assessment

Website provides relevant reminders

Directions for how to register for an 
AP course and the necessary prereq
uisites

Invitation to a breakfast honoring 
students in the AP program who are 
enrolled in one or more AP class

Provides students with a detailed list 
of which courses are available at the 
school

Detailed account of when the courses 
are offered throughout the year

AP exam informational form with 
details and directions for students 
and parents_____________________
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In preparation for each school year, the Advanced Placement Assistant Principal 

conducts multiple meetings with the faculty and staff of Sumter High School. The meet

ing agendas and minutes detail the goals for the school-year. Each meeting began with an 

in-depth discussion of the goals; “promote rigor and celebrate advanced learning partici

pation by students, increase number of students taking AP tests and number of students 

earning 3+ scores, identify more students for AP courses for the upcoming school year”. 

The meeting facilitator provided details on how each goal was going to be accomplished 

for the year. All teachers were encouraged to promote high levels of learning in all 

courses. In addition, parents of eighth grade students would be invited to an Advanced 

Learning Night to inform them of the benefits of AP enrollment. Current high school stu

dents would also receive the encouragement of enrolling in an AP course by observing 

the display case positioned at the front of the build and taking notice of the AP Scholars 

listed all year as well as witnessing their recognition at Honors Night. Sumter High 

School also felt the importance of sustaining student participation by recognizing them 

for their enrollment in at least one AP course by way of an AP Breakfast each semester. 

In an effort to achieve their goal of identifying more students for AP courses for the up

coming school year, the minutes detailed the use of AP Potential information from PSAT 

and teacher referrals to AP courses through student performance in correlating courses. 

The meeting facilitator requires teacher participation in the AP Summer Institute each 

year and recommends teachers offer AP tutoring sessions each week.

Parents and students are given an Advanced Placement and Honors Program bro

chure at the beginning of course registration season. The tri-fold brochure gives a de
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scription of the school’s AP program with brief student testimonials throughout. In addi

tion, the brochure has a section titled “Is AP for Me?” where parents are able to deter

mine if their child is prepared for AP courses and the predictors for success that are used. 

Lastly, the brochure gives parents and students a short list of the long-term benefits of AP 

course enrollment, such as the pursuit of college-level studies while still in high school, 

ability to study subjects in greater depth and detail, improve writing skills, develop study 

habits necessary for tackling rigorous course work, and the opportunity to earn college 

credit with qualifying score on AP exams.

Sumter High School sent out automated school-wide calling messages several 

times throughout the school year. These messages served the purpose of encouraging 

parents and students to consider participating in an AP course, informing them of the 

scholarships available to in order to take the AP exam, and reminding them of AP events. 

The calling messages also provided contact information for the Advanced Placement as

sistant principal, should anyone have any questions or concerns.

At the beginning of the year, the school disseminates letters to the parents of each 

student whose PSAT score indicates the potential for success in an AP course. The letters 

provide specific AP course recommendations, brief summary of the benefits of taking AP 

courses, and the steps for how to proceed should their child be interested in pursuing en

rollment in an AP class. At the bottom of each letter, the recipients are encouraged to ac

cess the College Board website in order to take advantage of their online personalized 

college and career planning tool.

The school website is also used as an informational tool for parents and students 

to learn more about the school’s Advanced Placement program. The website provides a
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list of courses available at or through the school, information about AP exams, and rec

ognizes AP Scholars for their achievements. Parents and students are also able to access 

links to AP teacher and administrator emails as well as direct access to national AP web

sites.

All students and parents receive an AP registration form at the beginning of each 

school year. Once completed, the form assists the guidance counselor in asking questions 

to confirm student interest in AP courses and/or encourage students to challenge them

selves by enrolling in one or more AP courses. In addition, students receive an AP Exam 

Registration flyer. The flyer details the registration process, scholarships offered, fees 

associated, and the date and location of the exam.

Twice a year, students are recognized for simply participating in the Advanced 

Placement program. The Parent Teacher School Association hosts a breakfast to celebrate 

the students’ commitment to advanced learning by taking one or more AP courses. At the 

breakfast, each student receives a certificate of participation and a charge to continue to 

challenge themselves academically.

Throughout the year, the list of AP courses offered at Sumter High School is 

shared with all students and parents. Of the 38 courses available nationwide, Sumter High 

School offers a total of 26 courses. Courses settings vary from online instruction to face- 

to-face instruction. Students receive the list multiple times throughout the year to serve as 

reminders for those semester long courses and to serve as announcements for those 

courses that are new to the roster or need greater student participation.

In addition to the review of documents, the researcher conducted a thorough ob

servation of the school setting throughout the study. The following settings were ob
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served: school hallways, main office, Advanced Placement Assistant Principal’s office, 

classrooms, and interaction with the Advanced Placement Assistant Principal and a cur

rently enrolled AP student. Specific details of the observation are included in Table 2.

Table 2

Details o f Observed School Setting

School Setting 

School Hallways

Offices
(main office and administrator’s office) 

Classrooms

AP administrator interaction with student

Observations

Student recognition and information
al flyers on walls

School broadcast system displayed 
with AP reminders and announce
ments

Flyers and recognition posted on 
walls, AP exam reminders written on 
board

Brief conversation with previous AP 
student

Upon entering the school, the researcher observed immediate evidence of student 

recognition for the Advanced Placement program. Walking through the front door, the 

first display case contained a poster-size sign recognizing the select students who have 

achieved the title of AP Scholar. As the researcher continued down the main hallway 

there were flyers posted that encouraged students to enroll in AP courses, reminded of the 

AP exam schedule, and the different celebratory events taking place to honor their 

achievements; Honors Night and AP Breakfast.
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In the main office, a television was mounted on the wall and the student broadcast 

system scrolled several announcements. The announcements recognized students who 

earned a perfect score on the AP exam last year, reminded all students of open enrollment 

in AP courses, and encouraged participation in AP exams by providing details of the 

available scholarships. The Advanced Placement Assistant Principal’s office also exhibit

ed student recognition on her office walls and reminders about the upcoming AP break

fast.

In several classrooms, there were bulletin boards and walls that displayed motiva

tional flyers. The posters encouraged students to “dig deeper” and “challenge yourself’. 

Several classrooms also referenced the AP exam schedule on the board as well as the 

course offering’s list for the upcoming school year.

The researcher also observed an interaction between the Advanced Placement As

sistant Principal and a previous student. Charlie was a college freshman who was on a 

break from school and was visiting some of his old teachers at Sumter High School.

When he saw Assistant Principal Sarah Johnson, she inquired about how things were go

ing for him in college and he responded with a smile, sharing that he’s taking courses 

where some of his classmates are struggling, yet he’s succeeding. He attributed his suc

cess to the rigorous AP courses he took while a student at Sumter High School. Charlie 

then thanked Sarah for encouraging him to take the AP classes and she responded by ask

ing he share his story with a group of current high school students who are undecided or 

uninterested in Advanced Placement courses. He agreed and she said she would be in 

contact with him in the near future.

Findings
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The researcher asked eighteen questions during the semi-structured interview and 

recorded the responses using an audio recorder. Sarah’s responses were transcribed and 

the transcripts were reviewed three times for clarity followed with line by line coding.

The researcher initially assigned generic code and then made comparisons between the 

codes and the themes that developed from the theoretical framework. The information 

gathered from the interview responses, document review, and observation of the school 

setting showed a clear alignment to the theoretical framework components and thus the 

findings will be organized in the same way: Equity, Enlistment, and Encouragement.

Equity

Schmidt (2007) posits that “equity refers to behaviors and treatment of people that 

create conditions of fairness, justice, and non-discrimination” (p. 17). Furthermore, 

“schools, hospitals, healthcare agencies, and other organizations...are likely to demon

strate consistent application of equitable places, policies, programs, and processes” due to 

their increasingly diverse populations and clientele (Schmidt, 2007, p. 17).

The interview with Sarah Johnson provided several insights into how Sumter 

High School demonstrates equity within their Advanced Placement Program. For exam

ple, Sarah described her belief of equity within the school in this way:

Since my arrival, my goal has been to grow and expand the program and its ac
cessibility for all types of students, not just the gifted students or the students you 
would typically expect to take Advanced Placement courses. When I first arrived 
6 years ago, there was more reluctance to recommend students for AP, but we’ve 
had lots of continued discussions and open ended scenarios for teachers. When we 
meet we talk about different aspects of AP and what makes our kids successful. 
Are we being gate keepers or are we being promoters? And I think most of our 
teachers would say that they are promoters and I would agree with that. There are 
few that are still a little on the fence there because they expect them to come and 
have everything under their belt. Our discussions have opened up a little bit of 
that because just because you’ve had experience with this and this one has not 
doesn’t mean they can’t handle the content. So I think it took some open ended
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discussions for them to realize that we all need to help each other and help the 
kids, wherever they are. Let’s work with them and move them forward. We have 
such a diverse school and it really is about promotion for all. When teachers see 
students performing well in a regular class, they immediately encourage them to 
try an AP course.

Sarah’s belief in promotion for all was put into action through the consistent an

nouncements and reminders about AP enrollment. Parents and students received flyers, 

calling messages and brochures with details about the school’s AP program. Each were 

disseminated to the entire student population, giving way for students who may be unfa

miliar or previously uninterested in Advanced Placement. In addition, each document or 

action prompted parents and students to inquire more about the courses and the benefits 

of participating.

Sarah goes on to describe how she has been able to increase accessibility to Ad

vanced Placement courses.

We have such a wide variety of students with a wide variety of parental back
grounds. Some support college learning, some don’t, and I think sometimes when 
it comes to paying for the AP exam, because the only way that students get any 
break on the cost of the exam is if they’re on free and reduced lunch. They get one 
exam free, and then after that they get a reduced fee on the other that they take. 
But for some families that are on free and reduced lunch, that’s pretty cost prohib
itive.
In recent years, we have changed our policy and we no longer discourage anyone 
from taking an AP course. Now there are courses that you have to pass before you 
get to the AP course. We just don’t, for instance, you can’t just come in as a 
freshman and say “I want to take AP Calculus”, you need algebra, you need ge
ometry, you need to go up the ladder. There is no set criteria, if students have tak
en the perquisite courses and have the desire to take an AP course, then we don’t 
stand in their way. We actually encourage it. For students who could possibly 
have some personal discouragement from taking the courses because of the pres
sures of the AP exam, we remove that pressure. Students are not required to take 
the AP exam in order to participate in the course. In addition, for those students 
who still have a desire to take the exam, but find it to be too costly, we do offer 
some financial assistance here at the school, and we point them in the direction 
for additional scholarships through the College Board.
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Sarah further describes the school’s plan for increasing student access and partici

pation in Advanced Placement courses.

In talking with students, counselors talking with students, student aspirations for 
more content in certain areas. Just a few years back, we were sorely behind the 
eight ball as far as some of the math and science courses, and that was our goal 
for the last two years. To look for kids that would be successful in advanced math 
classes such as Calculus AB and BC and AP Stats, and AP Physics and AP Phys- 
ics2, and AP Chem and AP Bio. And we have grown all of those courses with the 
continued efforts of encouraging students who show academic achievements to 
pursue an AP course while sharing the benefits with them and their families. We 
also use our PS AT results that is given to all 10th graders. The state pays for them 
to take the PSAT in the fall and when that comes back we look at the AP Potential 
for that because it is linked to the SAT and other College Board initiatives and 
we’re given an online tool that we can pull up a list so that we can see those stu
dents that have potential in certain areas that we might not have thought about. 
Like someone that’s very good at math, why are they not in Music Theory be
cause that’s very mathematically driven. So there is a connection there. But again, 
you have to look at where you’re putting the most emphasis. Like, are you going 
to serve more kids in math and science or are you going to serve more kids in 
Music Theory? So you put your eggs where you know you can support the kids 
the best. We do offer AP courses online when course numbers are low, that way 
we are still capturing their interest and giving them access to those higher level 
courses.

In addition to the interview, the review of numerous documents coupled with the obser

vation of the school setting provided a deeper understanding of how Sumter High 

School’s “open door policy” for AP courses is communicated to the entire school. In an 

example of how this policy directly aligns with the Equity theme is present in the Ad

vanced Placement faculty meetings conducted throughout the year.

Detailed meeting agendas were reviewed and at a meeting held at the beginning 

of the school year, prior to student arrival, Sarah reviewed Advanced Placement data with 

the faculty and staff. At this meeting, she shared AP goals for the year which included “to 

promote rigor and celebrate advanced learning participation for all students,” “increase
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number of students taking AP tests,” “increase number of students earning 3+ on the AP 

exam,” and “identify more students for AP courses”. The meetings also provided staff 

with information on how the school would go about identifying the most qualified stu

dents and then encouraging their participation. The agenda documented that the school 

would “increase their use of the College Board’s AP Potential information in order to 

identify more students for AP courses” as well as continuing to “recruit more students 

through honors and accelerated courses”.

The school also used a calling system to disseminate information to all students. 

The messages encouraged students to consider AP courses as well as informing them that 

the school would be offering scholarships for the AP exam.

Enlistment

Enlistment, as it is understood through Invitational Theory, differs from the com

mon definition of the word. Schmidt (2004, 2007) defines enlistment as “gaining the co

operation and support of people for moving an organization toward common goals” (p.

18). Sumter High School makes several efforts to recruit students from different back

grounds. Sarah Johnson described these efforts in this way:

In terms of a program, we recognize that you can just offer courses to students, 
just like you can offer any course in a high school as long as it’s approved by the 
state and we have state numbers and so forth. But we recognize that in order to be 
successful with students you have to look at all aspects, not just offering the 
course, but the support for the teacher, for the students, the viability in connecting 
courses that make sense, providing a strong teacher connection with the course, 
and one that excites kids and wants them to do well in the course. So those are all 
aspects that we look at as well as working with our community and our students 
from our feeder schools that come to use. Trying to get them to recognize the 
benefits of an Advanced Placement program.
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In addition to professional learning support for teachers and communication with 

students at the middle school level, Sarah describes the school’s additional efforts to en

sure effective enlistment takes place that support the school’s goal.

The growth we have seen in the last 6 years is significant and do in part to how 
we market AP to our students. The advertisement of the courses is really im
portant and so is the promotion by word of mouth. Our prior and current students 
do a really good job of selling AP to the rest of the school. Our teachers also en
courage students to take the class, even if they are hesitant.

The school takes steps to enlist students early on in their high school career by

offering Pre-AP courses. Sarah describes these courses in this way:

Starting for our freshman, they can take a Pre-AP Social Studies class prior to 
them going into their first AP course. We’ve done this for the last 6 years. It gives 
the students a leg up on strategies; writing, reading, things they need to be able to 
do and if they find that pre-AP is too tough for them, and cannot maintain in there 
then we take them out before they get to the human geography course.

Schmidt (2007) details that “enlistment strategies can be assessed to give a sense 

of how an organization invites a wide audience of participation across its diverse groups” 

(p. 19). The review of documents and observational notes clearly depicted how Sumter 

High School utilized strategies to ensure inclusion for all students. For example, after re

viewing PSAT data, the school disaggregated the data and sent letters home with all stu

dents who demonstrated potential of being successful in an AP course. The letters also 

contained a list of courses that the student could be successful in and how to go about en

rolling in these courses.

The Sumter High School’s enlistment strategies continually promote inclusion for 

all as depicted in their AP Program Brochure. This document is shared with all students 

as part of their open house packet and provides details of the program as well as quotes
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from participating students. In addition to the brochure, students are exposed to daily an

nouncements through their inter-network TV broadcasting system. Announcements are 

scrolled across the screen to remind students to sign up for AP courses, to detail new AP 

course offerings, and to encourage students to register for the AP exam. Lastly, another 

example of Enlistment is depicted through student interviews. Students enrolled in the 

AP program interview their peers to find out their interest in specific AP courses that 

might lose funding.

Encouragement

Dinkmeyer et al. posits, “Encouragement is the prime factor in stimulating 

change...Encouragement generates the self-confidence and self-esteem that enable a per

son to act upon his concerns” (1987, p. 70). As one of the Six E’s of Invitational Theory, 

encouragement places a focus on how the treatment of others yields certain outcomes. 

Schmidt (2007) provides an examination of encouragement and believes that

Encouragement signifies a genuine investment and veracity in other people and 
groups. Praise does not possess this same level of commitment or authenticity. 
Similarly, encouragement exudes potential for long lasting effects while praise 
tends to produce short-term results (p. 20).

Sarah Johnson described several examples of how they encourage students to participate

in Advanced Placement courses and how those same efforts are used to retain student

participation in the courses after enrollment.

Trying to get them to recognize the benefits of an Advanced Placement program 
isn’t just about earning extra quality points on their GPA or earning college credit, 
but it broadens their experiences, their career choices, broader opportunities to be 
successful in not just one content area but some of the skills that they learn can be 
applied in a lot of different situations. And a lot of our students have done great 
things because they’ve taken the courses. Now, they may not decide to major in 
all the courses they’ve taken, but it does provide them such a broad field of exper
tise and gets them to weed down choices in their quest for where they’re going 
and what they’re going to do in life.
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Evidence of Sumter High School’s efforts to encourage participation in Advanced 

Placement courses can be noticed in the growth of their program. Sarah explains this 

growth in this way:

In 2010, we offered 14 AP courses, and as my goal has been to increase access 
and participation for all students, our numbers have increased dramatically. We 
now offer 23 AP courses. If we don’t have enough students to offer the course in 
house, we will try to offer it online. Over the last 6 years, AP participation has in
creased from 700 students to over 1100 students.

Sarah adds that

This year we created an AP promotion committee. This committee is comprised 
of teachers who meet to develop ways to promote AP across the school. They re
ally come up with some great ideas and innovative ways to encourage students to 
take these courses.

Sarah also believes in the importance of highlighting the accomplishments of 

those who have successfully completed AP courses, and how that serves as encourage

ment to others to enroll in the courses as well.

We have kids that have been here 4 years, and I had them go speak to some 8th 
graders about the benefits of AP in college and so forth. Between them, some of 
the questions that were posed were, “doesn’t this eat up your social life” and she 
said, “no, because you work out a balance because that’s how life is. I’m on an 
athletic team, and I take AP courses.” The second question posed, “why would I 
choose your school to take AP classes instead of just going to a magnet school?” 
The boy replied, “I had an opportunity to go to a magnet school and I looked at it 
that it was going to take me out of my home area, which meant that I had to ride a 
bus someplace and I couldn’t be involved in after school activities because I 
couldn’t get home otherwise. I like being with my friends that I’ve been with for 
middle and elementary school and I didn’t want to learn everyone all over again. 
We have as many or more AP courses than most magnet schools. And lastly, the 
teachers here get it. They understand that not everybody is at the same place at the 
same time and really do a good job of working with us.” Those are the kinds of 
stories that kids see, hear, and think they can do. I believe in the kids telling the 
story and not just me or the teachers. I think that has probably been one of the 
high selling points in working here. This area has changed over the years in terms 
of racial and ethnic groups, to becoming so diverse. It has just grown leaps and 
bounds in that direction and for us to be able to hold our heads high and say we 
are doing this for all of our students. I make a difference.



Encouragement was also present in the observation of the school setting as well as 

the review of the documents. Sumter High School focused on highlighting the successes 

of current AP students in hopes that it would motivate others to participate. There were 

flyers posted on walls that advertised an AP Breakfast for all students enrolled in Ad

vanced Placement courses. At the breakfast, select students were recognized for their 

achievements in the classes as well as their performance on the AP exam. In addition, 

students who were awarded with AP distinctions because of the AP exam performance, 

were listed on the bulletin boards at the front of the school, while their names and pic

tures scrolled across the screen of the school’s TV broadcasting system. The AP Program 

Brochure also provided data to all students on how students who participate in AP per

form in college; “students who take the AP English Lit course and exam in high school 

are 62% more likely to graduate from college in four years.”

In addition to the data collected through observation, there were multiple docu

ments reviewed that support the Encouragement theme. For example, a meeting agenda 

from July 2015 showed the planning process that took place to encourage student partici

pation in Advanced Placement courses. Faculty and staff discussed having an Advanced 

Learning Night, which was an opportunity for all parents and students to come to the 

school and learn more about the Advanced Placement Program and how the students 

could benefit from this level of instruction. There was also an AP Honors Night to be 

held at the end of the year to highlight the accomplishments of the students and celebrate 

the achievements of the seniors who were moving on to college.
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Conclusions

As was evidenced in this study, Sumter High School displayed equity, enlistment, 

and encouragement to their entire student body. Their decision to provide an inclusionary 

atmosphere, instead of one focused on exclusion, has allowed them to provide access to 

Advanced Placement courses to a greater number of students. While simply offering the 

courses is only the initial step, they ensured communication was clear and consistent that 

all students were welcome to participate and provided the support needed for the students 

to be successful once they were enrolled. Sarah Johnson’s persistence and passion al

lowed the message to trickle down to the faculty, staff, students, parents, and even the 

community. It was evident they desired for their message to be that all of Sumter High 

School’s students are encouraged to challenge themselves academically. The Advance 

Placement program encouraged the participation of all students and for those who took 

on the challenge, Sumter High School continuously recognized their efforts throughout 

the year.

Summary

The purpose of this qualitative study was to investigate the processes and proce

dures employed by high school leaders in order to increase access to and participation in 

Advanced Placement courses for African American students. Data regarding the process

es and procedures were gathered via semi-structured interview, documents, and observa

tional notes. A detailed description of the participants is provided in order to give context 

to the case study. From the data analysis, three themes were identified to address how the 

leaders have been able to successfully demonstrate an increase in participation and access 

to AP courses for African American students. The three a priori themes came from the
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theoretical framework and fell in alignment with the research; Equity, Enlistment, and 

Encouragement.

In Chapter 5, the researcher will respond to each research question using the re

sults from Chapter 4 and provide a summary, conclusions, and recommendations for fu

ture research.



CHAPTER 5

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the policies and procedures employed 

by high school leaders in order to increase African American student access in Advanced 

Placement courses while also determining the processes used to sustain their participa

tion. Chapter 5 includes a summary and the major findings of this study. In addition, the 

researcher will discuss the major findings as they relate to the identified themes. Follow

ing the connection to the theoretical framework, the researcher will provide a review of 

implications of the study and recommendations for future research. Chapter 5 will con

clude with a detailed summary of the information presented in the study.

Summary of the Study 

Following the Ford Foundation’s claim that America’s students were not receiv

ing a quality, rigorous education, a committee, comprised of representatives from the 

country’s most elite schools, devised a plan to provide a better education for America’s 

highest achieving students (Harvard University Press, 1957; DiYanni, 2005; Rothschild, 

1999; Scanlon, 1957). In an effort to bridge the gap for students to successfully matricu

late from one level to the next, the Advanced Placement program was created (Adams, 

2015; Klopfenstein, 2004a). The program was initially developed using an exclusionary 

approach for the country’s most elite students. While demographic data shows an in

crease of minority participation in AP courses over the years, African American students 

continue to significantly lag behind their white counterparts (College Board, 2014).

62
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This study investigated the problem of disproportionate access to and participation in 

Advanced Placement courses for African American students.

According to research, the school administrator’s role has transformed over the 

years, from disciplinarian to instructional leader. While school leaders may not directly 

impact student achievement, their role in ensuring student success is incredibly signifi

cant (Honig, 2012). School leaders at the high school level are given the autonomy to of

fer courses that meet the needs and desires of their student population. Several studies 

depict schools and districts where the leaders have taken the liberty to change policy and
i

procedure in order to increase access to Advanced Placement courses for their student 

population (Furry & Hesch, 2001).

In this qualitative study, the researcher completed a case study in Sumter High 

School, which is one of sixteen high schools within a large urban school district. The 

school district selected was one of six Broad Foundation districts that demonstrated in

creased or maintained participation rates in Advanced Placement courses for African 

American students (Broad Foundation, 2013). The researcher conducted a semi

structured interview with Sumter High School’s Assistant Principal of the Advanced 

Placement program, Sarah Johnson, where eighteen questions were asked. The interview 

was recorded, transcribed, and analyzed in order to associate the themes from the theoret

ical framework. The researcher also collected several documents and took copious obser

vation notes. Following the data collection, an in depth analysis ensued.

Summary of Major Findings 

The following research questions were investigated in this study:
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1. What policies and procedures do high school leaders employ to increase ac

cess to Advanced Placement courses of African American students?

2. What processes do high school leaders use to sustain participation of African 

American students in AP courses?

To identify the policies, procedures, and processes implemented by high school 

leaders to increase access and sustain participation in AP courses for African American 

students, the researcher asked the participant several questions, reviewed documents, and 

completed an observation of the school setting. Following a thorough data analysis, the 

data revealed a clear alignment to components of the theoretical framework, therefore the 

findings were organized by three of the “6E’s of Invitational Theory”, Equity, Enlist

ment, and Encouragement (Schmidt, 2007). A summary of the themes and connection to 

research are included in Tables 3 and 4.

Summary o f Themes and Connection to Related Research, Research Question I

Research Question 1: What policies and procedures do high school leaders employ to in
crease access to Advanced Placement courses of African American students?

Table 3

Theme Evidence Connection to Research

Equity Administrator review of AP Education Commission,
goals, open-enrollment into 2008; Honig, 2012; Blase
courses, advertisements, admin- & Blase, 1999; Scott, 2015 
istrator course creation

Enlistment Community meetings, student- 
led forums, use of Pre-AP 
courses

The Princeton Review, 
2015; Geiser & Santelices, 
2004
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Encouragement Teacher recommendations, AP College Board, 2009; Rado
promotion committee & Malone, 2011; Scott,

2015

Table 4

Summary o f Themes and Connection to Related Research, Research Question 2

Research Question 2: What processes do high school leaders use to sustain participation 
of African American students in AP courses?

Theme Evidence Connection to Research

Equity AP Potential letters, school-wide 
communication

Geiser & Santelices, 2004; 
Bradley, 2016; College 
Board, 2012

Enlistment
School announcements, bro
chures, peer interviews, parent 
letters

Klopfenstein & Long, 
2006

Encouragement Display of AP student achieve
ment, events to recognize partici
pation and achievement, adver
tisements in various forms

Scott, 2015

Discussion of Findings

The findings of this study directly support the literature’s stance that Advanced 

Placement programs are disproportionately accessible to African American students, 

however with specific and intentional practices, African American students have the abil

ity to obtain the same AP success as their white counterparts. This section will review the 

three theme identified throughout he data collection and connect them to the research.

The researcher ensured the interviewee and the local school were fully aware their 

selection was based on their Advanced Placement program’s success. Having this
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knowledge, the Assistant Principal freely shared information and documents that sup

ported the claim of a successful Advanced Placement program and granted the researcher 

unrestricted access to the school in order to conduct observations of the setting.

Invitational Theory seeks to create an environment where all stakeholders succeed 

and this is communicated through a consistent and pervasive message of positivity (W. 

Purkey & J. Novak, 2015). The elements of diversity, 6E’s, of Invitational Theory; Equi

ty, Expectation, Enlistment, Empowerment, Encouragement, and Enjoyment, each play a 

significant role in supporting leaders in their quest to create a learning environment that is 

indicative of their entire population. Though it is important for every school to demon

strate examples of each of the 6 elements of diversity, the results of this study found evi

dence of three of the elements within their Advanced Placement program; Equity, En

listment, and Encouragement.

Sumter High School offers an Advanced Placement program with equitable ac

cess to African American students through their ability to provide open-enrollment for 

their AP courses. The interview with Sarah Johnson notes that the school ensures all stu

dents have the opportunity to participate in AP courses by removing the unnecessary re

quirements that have the potential to serve as a hindrance to some students. Sarah’s re

sponse to the interview questions also exemplified an equitable approach as she described 

her goal setting for each year, to grow and expand the program and provide the accessi

bility for all students as well as her ability to encourage teachers to promote AP courses 

within their classes in order to ensure all students are aware of the benefits of participat

ing in an Advanced Placement course. Through their quarterly meetings and consistent 

messages to teachers, parents, and students, it is continually communicated that the
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school does not seek to be gatekeepers, looking to only allow the most elite to participate, 

but instead to serve as promoters, encouraging all students to challenge themselves. In 

addition to the interview’s notation of equity, the analysis of the documents and observa

tion gleaned the same results. Equitable practices were evident in the school’s inter

network broadcast system and letters disseminated to parents and students where infor

mation about AP course enrollment was displayed (Education Commission, 2008; Honig, 

2012; Blase & Blase, 1999; Scott, 2015; Geiser & Santelices, 2004; Bradley, 2016; Col

lege Board, 2012).

Enlistment can be defined as “an active stance of creating multiple invitations to 

involve an expanded audience in the work of the organization” (Schmidt, 2007, p. 18). 

The analysis revealed that enlistment was directly aligned with the data. The interview, 

documents and observation notes all noted specific strategies that were identified as sup

porting the enlistment of all students in Advanced Placement courses. Sarah’s interview 

noted how the school works directly with their community and students from feeder 

schools to share the benefits of Advanced Placement and help them in focusing their 

mind on participating in courses that have the level of rigor needed to move them for

ward. During these meetings, current and previous AP students have the opportunity 

share their experiences and this allows potential students to connect and feel connected. 

In addition, advertisements are also displayed around the school through flyers in the 

hallways and posted on the boards in non AP classrooms, the school works strategically 

to recruit students of all backgrounds and learning styles in order to offer a diverse Ad

vanced Placement learning experience. The data also noted that the school offers Pre-AP 

courses in order to better recruit freshman students for the AP program. More than any-
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thing, it is about getting the word out. Sumter High School shows that an informed stu

dent has more opportunities at success than an uninformed student (The Princeton Re

view, 2015; Geiser & Santelices, 2004; Klopfenstein & Long, 2006).

Research by Fussell (2011) supports the belief that students who are encouraged 

to do more and strive for greater tend to do so. Encouragement was a prevalent theme 

aligned with the data and was identified in all three areas of data collection. Sarah’s in

terview noted encouragement for students to enroll in AP courses as well as sustain their 

participation in AP courses by simply ensuring they are informed. Sumter High School 

provided several forms of information to share the benefits of enrolling in an AP course, 

to celebrate students who excel in AP course by displaying their names on boards and 

through inter-network system, the creation of an AP promotion committee whose sole 

purpose is to encourage students to participate in the Advanced Placement program, and 

increasing the number of courses they provide in order to better accommodate the inter

ests of more students (College Board, 2009; Rado & Malone, 2011; Scott, 2015).

Conclusions

The purpose of this study was to investigate the policies and procedures employed 

by high school leaders in order to increase African American student access in Advanced 

Placement courses while also determining the processes used to sustain their participa

tion. This qualitative case study was conducted using a face-to-face semi-structured in

terview with the Advanced Placement program’s Assistant Principal, coupled with a doc

ument review and observation of the school setting. Data from all three data sources were 

used to identify the processes and procedures implemented by a school with proven suc

cess at increasing and maintaining African American participation in AP courses.
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Using data and research from the theoretical framework, three themes showed a 

close alignment and were used to further explain the data analysis. Based on the respons

es from the interview and the analysis of the documents and observational notes, specific 

processes and procedures for increasing access to and participation in Advanced Place

ment courses for African American students were identified.

Implications

This study has implications for educational leaders, both at the local school and 

district level. The significance of the study will provide schools and districts with a set of 

processes and procedures to implement in order to ensure equitable practices within Ad

vanced Placement programs. School districts will initially benefit from this study as it 

encourages them to examine the accessibility within their Advanced Placement program. 

Through a simple comparison with the College Board’s course availability, school dis

tricts will quickly notice the number of AP courses offered at each of their high schools 

and how that number differs from school to school. With 38 AP courses available to stu

dents through the College Board, district leaders are then able to determine how much 

emphasis each local school places on offering such courses. Secondly, school district 

leaders will benefit from this study by examining the diversity of the Advanced Place

ment programs. This will open the door for in-depth conversations between district and 

school leaders and ultimately, the results of this study will assist leaders in creating an 

Advanced Placement program that is accessible, inclusive, and representative of their 

population.

As local school leaders have transformed into being instructionally focused, the 

results of this study will also show them the importance of providing high quality instruc-
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tion for all. It will encourage local school leaders to become more knowledgeable about 

what it takes to provide an equitable education for all students, and how to support stu

dents in pursuing a more rigorous education.

Recommendations for Future Research

Research focusing on inequality of educational systems dates back far beyond the 

case of Plessy v. Ferguson of 1896. Though many advancements have occurred since 

then, African American students continue to have disproportionate access to and partici

pation in Advanced Placement courses. Research shares a great deal of information on 

student perception of AP programs, from their rigor to their effectiveness, however there 

is little research on how equitable students perceive their Advanced Placement program. 

To further explore this study, the researcher recommends:

1. This study should be replicated by administering surveys to students enrolled 

in Advanced Placement courses with high access and participation rates for 

African American students compared to the general population, as well to stu

dents enrolled in AP courses with low access and participation rates.

2. The study should be replicated by interviewing school leaders, teachers, stu

dents, and parents in schools with proven success to determine if the imple

mented processes and procedures impacted students’ decision to enroll or not 

enroll in Advanced Placement courses.

3. This study should be replicated by conducting a comparative analysis of mul

tiple school districts with proven success.
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Summary

The instructional leader is crucial to the school’s success. While they may not di

rectly impact student achievement, the decisions they make for the school have a direct 

impact on how students achieve (Honig, 2012). Specifically, in the high school realm, 

leaders have the autonomy to offer the courses they believe will provide the most benefit 

to their student population. In most of the nation’s schools where the student population 

is majority / minority, that does not include an extensive list of Advanced Placement 

courses. Sumter High School, a large urban institution with a diverse population, has a 

history of providing access to and participation in Advanced Placement courses for Afri

can American students. Their success is a result of being intentionally inclusive. They 

focus on access and participation for all instead of singling out specific subgroups.

This study explored the processes, procedures, and policies implemented by local 

school leaders in order to determine how they were able to provide access and sustain 

participation in Advanced Placement courses for African American students. The results 

of this study aligned with three themes that can assist districts and schools with creating 

an equitable Advanced Placement program. The study contributes to the current body of 

literature related to the disproportionality of AP courses for African American students 

and how to best support minority students who are enrolled in these programs.
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SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

1. What is your name?
2. What is your role at the school?
3. How many years have you been in this role?
4. What roles have you had prior to your current administrative position?
5. What role do you play in class formations?
6 How many AP courses are offered at this school?
7. What process is used to determine which AP courses to offer?
8. What form of data is reviewed to add or eliminate AP courses from the roster?
9. Who qualifies for the Advanced Placement program?
10. How are the qualifications determined for the Advanced Placement program?
11. Are there any exceptions to the criteria?
12. What processes are implemented to sustain participation in AP courses for Afri

can American students?
13. When did this school start the Advanced Placement program?
14. How was the program developed?
15. What procedures were implemented to run the program?
16. What incentives are offered to encourage student participation in AP courses?
17. What steps are taken to ensure/encourage student success in AP courses?
18. What is your overall impression of the AP program at your school?
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