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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study is to identify aspects of successful Advanced 

Placement programs in small schools of enrollments of 600 or fewer, and to 

describe the strategies that are used in these schools to make their programs 

successful.   The study includes a pilot research project with a small school with a 

floundering program identifying the major problems that it has faced in starting 

and creating its program along with cases of two additional small schools that 

have found success with their programs.  The cases of the successful schools are 

analyzed to find the aspects of the programs that have led to their success to 

provide struggling schools with suggestions for improvements of their programs. 

In the pilot study student and teacher perceptions about the AP 

programs in small, suburban schools surveys were developed.  Both open-ended 

and close-ended questions were included in the survey.  Close-ended answer 

choices to measure the students’ and teachers’ attitudes were measured on a 

Likert scale of strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree, and strongly disagree.  

Interviews were conducted after the surveys were received to help clarify survey 

results and obtain more detailed information about the experiences of students 

and teachers.  Data were analyzed to determine the major issues affecting the 

success of the program. 
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The case study also involved the development of questionnaires and 

interview questions.  Teachers and administrators answered open-ended 

questions about their schools’ AP programs and their classrooms to get an idea 

of the workings of their programs.  Interview questions were then developed to 

expand upon the issues from the questionnaires; however, interviews, which 

were conducted individually and in focus groups, were organic in format and did 

not rely solely upon the pre written questions.   

   Pilot study results identified, scheduling, class size, student preparation, 

parental support, and resources as major impediments to the success of the AP 

program.  Student and teacher questionnaires and interviews showed 

differences in the perceptions of student effort, parental and administrative 

support, issues of scheduling, and diversity of opinion.  Possible explanations for 

these differences include lack of student experience and teacher knowledge of 

the intracacies of the processess involved in scheduling and creating programs of 

which the students are unaware.  The pilot study helped define problems in 

small, suburban schools which were lacking in a review of the research.   

 The first case explored in this study is of a charter school that has made 

Advanced Placement the cornerstone of their curriculum.  Questionnaires given 

to teachers and administrators and interviews conducted after a review of the 

questionnaires elicited three strong themes regarding the school’s success.  Both 

the teachers at the school and administrators from the principal to department 
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level directors view the preparation that the school gives its students for both 

the rigor of the courses and the pressure situations of high-stakes testing as the 

key to student achievement in AP.  Teacher commitment to the program and the 

small size of the school are also major contributing factors to student success 

and consequently, the success of the AP program at this school. 

 The second case is that of a small private school that has had success in 

sustaining an AP program over time.  While the program remains small, it suits 

the size of the school and gives its students vital experience in rigorous academic 

courses and the advantage of AP credit towards college courses.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1  Statement of the Problem 

In the era of No Child Left Behind (NCLB), states, cities, and school 

districts have been searching for answers to the dilemma of declining student 

achievement.  One of the answers that has been getting widespread attention is 

the movement towards smaller schools.  Small schools are not a new 

phenomenon but they have been getting much more attention in the past ten 

years as local governments and industry have placed many of their eggs in the 

small school basket.  Small schools have been prevalent in rural districts since 

the inception of public education and many small, rural districts have fought 

consolidation to maintain their small, neighborhood schools.  Even in large cities 

like New York, experimentation with smaller schools has been going on since the 

1970s (Jehlen, 2006).  Many of the schools that bucked the large school trend of 

the mid-twentieth century were successful but faced problems of funding and 

staffing that continue into the present day. 

The movement towards large schools intensified with the launch of 

Sputnik in 1957 and again during the Cold War. The desire for large schools had 

its grounding in the idea that larger schools could offer more courses, especially 

in the areas of math and science, and could provide better equipped classrooms 

than smaller schools (Dessoff, 2004).  But, the skills for global competition of the 
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1960s, 70s, and 80s that drove the large school movement are much different 

than the twenty-first century skills that are necessary in the new, technological, 

global community of the present day.  Larger, urban schools that are products of 

the Cold War era and used to be able to provide well-equipped classrooms for 

the math and science of the mid-twentieth century are becoming unable to 

provide the technological tools necessary for students to be successful in the 

twenty-first century for multiple reasons.  Increased poverty in urban centers, 

overcrowding, and decaying facilities are partially to blame for this problem, but, 

the structure of the traditional, large school is also part of the dilemma.   

In addition to the technological skills required for twenty-first century 

success, the ability to think critically, to synthesize and analyze new information, 

and to work collaboratively is essential for the global workplace in which 

students will find themselves. The personal relationships, individualized 

instruction, and specialized opportunities to build these skills are difficult to 

provide in larger school settings, especially in those schools that are 

overcrowded and suffering financial difficulties.  Issues of violence, drugs, and 

truancy in the larger urban schools only add to the problem.  

William Ayers (2000) notes that in larger schools, dropout rates, suicides, 

and rates of violence are all higher than in smaller schools which tend to keep 

kids in school longer and show higher rates of success with minority populations 

and those from high poverty.  In 1974, New York’s East Harlem District, led by 
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Deborah Meier, opened a small school, Central Park East, to deal with the 

problems of misbehavior, low test scores, and poor graduation rates.  As test 

scores and graduation rates rose, East Harlem opened more small schools with 

similar results (Meier, 1995).  In the late 1990s large cities like New York, 

Chicago, and Cincinnati began to discover what East Harlem already knew; 

smaller schools may be the solution to large school problems.  In 2000 a suburb 

of Cincinnati that was suffering from high truancy and drop- out rates and low 

test scores broke up their large high schools into smaller schools serving 200 to 

400 students each.  The result was a drop in truancy and behavior problems and 

an increase in the graduation rate from 76 to 85 percent in two years.  In 2004 

New York City opened 42 new, small schools with 60 more scheduled to open by 

2005.  Also in 2004, Chicago’s Mayor, Richard Daly, disclosed a plan to open 

more than 100 small schools by 2010 largely through converting large high 

schools into smaller, specialized schools.  Through grants from the U.S. 

Department of Education, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, and many 

others, districts across the country are opening smaller schools and converting 

large schools into smaller learning communities (Dessoff, 2004). 

The results that numerous small schools have seen have been positive 

and will be discussed in the next chapter; however, large schools that have 

down-sized are now facing some of the same problems which have challenged 

small, rural districts for decades. With smaller enrollments and smaller faculties, 
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it is more difficult to offer a diverse selection of courses.  The “highly qualified 

teacher” provision of NCLB has made this even more difficult as smaller schools 

have often had teachers teaching out of their major field (Howley, 2004).  One 

specific area that has caused difficulty for small high schools is the offering and 

staffing of Advanced Placement (AP) courses.    

Research on the Advanced Placement program over the past fifty years 

has shown that students who participate in AP have many advantages over 

students who do not.  These advantages include, but are not limited to, better 

preparation for the rigors of college-level work, greater success overall at four-

year colleges, and preferences in college admissions (Santoli, 2002; 

The College Board, 2007).  Because access to AP has been shown to give students 

an edge in college, equal access to AP programs has become a legal issue for 

some states.  

In 1999, a class action law suit was filed in California charging that, “black, 

Hispanic, and needy students who attend high schools with few A.P. offerings 

are at a disadvantage in applying to colleges that consider A.P. classes when 

deciding whether to admit students” (Carnevale, 1999, p. 1).  Some states have 

gone as far as to require public high schools to offer a certain number of AP 

courses in an attempt to even out some of the inequities and others provide 

funding to help pay for test fees for those who need assistance  (Hebel, 1999; 

The College Board, 2007).  But mandating AP courses does not necessarily end 
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the inequities for students who are enrolled in small schools.  Small schools in 

California have reported that class sizes are prohibitive when considering 

offering AP courses (Jehlen & Kopkowski, 2006).  Financial issues are also a factor 

for small schools in that there is often little money for professional development 

for teacher training in AP (Howley, 2004).  Social factors such as homogenous 

populations also play a role in the effective teaching of AP courses. 

The advantages of both AP courses and smaller school sizes are well 

documented, but there is little independent research on how small schools have 

been able to implement and maintain AP programs with the limitations that they 

face.  Much of the research that has been done on small schools and AP has 

taken place in rural and poor schools that face different concerns than the new, 

urban, suburban, and middle-class, small schools that emerged in the small 

school movement. With the growth of the small school movement and the 

demands for equity in the offering of AP to all students, it is important to look at 

the issues faced by small schools and how teachers and students have managed 

these issues.  

1.2  Pilot Study 

A pilot study in a small, public school that was in the second year of its AP 

program found myriad difficulties in scheduling, staffing, and funding AP courses.  

There was also a strong perception by teachers that students were not 
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adequately motivated and committed to the rigors of the courses.  A summary of 

the results of this study follows. 

Teachers and students were given questionnaires and interviewed 

regarding the scheduling and staffing of AP courses in the school.  The results 

indicated that scheduling in this location is a large problem because AP and 

preAP courses are only offered during one period a day.  The numbers of 

students who request AP and preAP are not great enough to justify the creation 

of additional sections to accommodate all students’ schedules.  Students often 

have to make choices between AP courses and electives and at times they 

cannot take an AP course in the subject they want because the numbers for the 

course are too small to even justify the creation of the course, or there is no 

teacher who is qualified to teach the course.  Most teachers do not come into 

the schools prepared to teach an AP course and some do not wish to teach an 

advanced course.  While the school has attempted to solve the problem of 

qualified teachers by freely offering professional development opportunities, 

they cannot support the number of teachers that would be necessary to offer 

the number of courses requested. 

To solve some of the scheduling problems, a committee of teachers and 

administrators completed the master schedule by hand so they could look at 

each individual schedule request to attempt to place courses in time slots that 

would offer maximum availability for the students who wished to take them.  
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Another attempt to be able to offer more courses with limited staffing was the 

piloting of an online course.  This option does not appear to be viable because of 

availability of computer resources.  Students would not be guaranteed time in 

the computer lab everyday making it difficult to keep up with the course 

requirements.  The other option for online courses would be to have students 

take them on their own time which would leave gaps in their schedule.  The 

scheduling issues faced by the school that was the subject of this research 

appear to be consistent with the problems of smaller, rural schools (Aluri, 1991; 

Anderson & Kleinsasser, 1987; Barker B. , 1985; Howley & Howley, 2004; Howley 

C. , 1994; Monk, 1989; Narodick, 1999).   

Student attitudes towards AP were also addressed in the pilot study.  The 

students were asked questions regarding their feelings about scheduling, class 

sizes, class composition, class diversity, and preparation for AP courses and AP 

exams.  While students were aware of some scheduling issues with AP courses 

they did not see it as a major concern.  Most are willing to work with the 

counselors to fit the AP courses they need into their schedules.  There is some 

amount of frustration at the need to give up AP and be placed in a general 

education course when AP does not work in the students’ schedule or the course 

desired is not offered because of lack of enrollment.  The students realized that 

this is one of the consequences of going to a small school.  There was a lack of 

awareness among the students as to the actual number of AP courses that could 
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be offered therefore they do not feel as though they are being short-changed  

when it comes to advanced courses in their schedules. 

Students appreciated the small class sizes offered by their school.  They 

believe it is important in AP courses to have a smaller class size because of the 

amount of information that they have to learn. The smaller number of students 

means less distractions and more one-on-one time with the teacher.  They did 

not believe that small class sizes detracted from the quality of their class 

discusions and activities and instead believed that they are enhanced by having 

fewer numbers.  Students felt that they do better in the course because they do 

not have to compete for attention or assistance with other students. These 

students’ attitudes towards class size are consistent with previous research 

(Black, 2006; Cotton, Affective and social benefits of small-scale schooling, 1998; 

Cotton, School size, school climate, and student performance, 1996; Fowler W. , 

School size and student outcomes, 1995; Fowler & Walberg, School size, 

characteristics, and outcomes, 1991; Hamilton, 1993; Howley C. , 1994; Jehlen & 

Kopkowski, 2006; Lindsay, 1982; Meier, Small schools, big results, 1995; Meier, 

Sizer, & Faust-Sizer, Keeping school: Letters to families from principals of two 

small schools, 2004; The College Board, 2007). 

The students believed that despite being a small school in a homogenous 

community there is still a great deal of diversity in their classes.  They cited 

different opinions and beliefs as evidence of this diversity.  They felt that their 
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diversity enhances their AP courses and helps them better understand the 

material through class discussions that bring out differing points of view. 

Students felt that their previous courses adequately prepared them to 

take AP or preAP courses.  They did not see a need for more AP preparation in 

the school curriculum or counselors’ curriculum.  The students however did not 

feel they are prepared for the AP exam when they leave the AP courses.  

Students who take the exam receive low scores and do not meet the 

requirements to receive college credit.  Students believed that material is not 

fully covered in the courses and that there should be more attention paid to test 

preparation by their teachers.   

Teachers were also asked about their concerns regarding scheduling, 

class size, class composition, class diversity, student attitudes towards AP, and 

professional development and resources for AP courses.  The teachers were 

frustrated with the scheduling process.  They said that it is complicated and 

involves a great deal of work by numerous staff members to accommodate 

schedule requests for the greatest number of students.   

The teachers believed that the small, AP class sizes that they have are 

beneficial to the students because they are able to do more writing with them 

which is necessary for success on the AP exam.  The also felt the students benefit 

from the ability to do more effective group work and have more time on task as 
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a result of class size which benefits the students both in their success in the 

course and their preparation for the AP exam.   

Teachers said that their classes are very homogeneous and that there is 

very little diversity of attitudes or experiences among their students.  Class 

discussion often results in the students repeating the same ideas and all coming 

to the same conclusions without any real challenging of beliefs.  Teachers found 

it difficult to introduce new ideas with students resisting that which is not 

familiar to them.  The teachers felt that this is detrimental to many of the AP 

courses because of the wide range of culturally diverse materials that are 

covered in AP curriculum, particularly within the English and History courses 

leading many students to having only a superficial understanding of the material. 

Teachers indicated that students are not prepared for the rigorous 

coursework of AP when they come into the classes.  They do not take the 

courses seriously and complain about the amount of work that is necessary to 

prepare for the AP exam.  Their attitudes are shared and encouraged by their 

parents who join them in asking for extra time and reduced work loads.  This 

resistance to the work that is assigned in the AP course has a direct, negative 

effect on the results of the students’ AP scores and their grades in the AP 

courses.  This data on the attitudes of advanced students in small schools when 

presented with advanced work is consisent with the findings of Cross and Burney 

(2005).  The amount of parental resistance to workloads is not consistent with 
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earlier research.  Research in small, rural settings finds that parental resistence is 

more related to  their children leaving the community after high school (The 

Collge Board, 2007). 

Teachers said that they are given ample opportunities for professional 

development that is financed by the school district.  Teachers have the 

opportunity to attend training prior to teaching an AP course and are 

encouraged to continue to attend training sessions that will also be paid for by 

the district.  The school district is not as forthcoming with funds for resources for 

the AP courses.  Teachers receive minimal resources from the district and 

provide the bulk of class materials on their own.  Research bears out the 

problems with smaller schools providing resources to their teachers (Aluri, 1991; 

Ayers, Klonsky, & Lyon, 2000; Cross & Burney, 2005; The College Board, 2007).  

The lack of professional development that is reported by many small, rural 

schools in their attempt to build AP programs does not appear to be an issue in 

the school that was the subject of this study (Aluri, 1991; Anderson & 

Kleinsasser, 1987; Cross & Burney, 2005; The College Board, 2007).  It was 

unclear why the funding for professional development appears to be so 

forthcoming while resources are not a priority. 

Students and teachers shared many of the same attitudes towards the AP 

program in their school.  Three areas where they differed however, were ease of 

scheduling and attitudes towards the AP courses and the issue of diversity.  As 
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the teachers have had direct experience with the difficulties of the scheduling 

process it is understandable that their frustration with the process would be 

greater than the students’.  The teachers who take part in working on the master 

schedule do everything in their power to make the schedule work for the 

greatest number of students.  By the time issues of scheduling reach the 

students, the number of problems have been minimized and students are 

inconvenienced as little as possible.    

The difference in the students’ and teachers’ perception of how seriously 

the students take the course may be explained in the research by Cross and 

Burney (2005).  They found that high-ability students in rural small schools, 

“resisted taking courses that demanded significant outside preparation and 

intensive study” (p. 18).  The lack of a history of advanced courses in the school 

and the students’ previous high grades with minimal effort may lead them to 

believe that they are doing what is necessary to be successful in AP and that 

their lack of success is a result of the teachers not doing everything they need to 

do to help make them successful.   

The differing views on diversity between teachers and students may be 

explained through the vastly different experiences of the teachers and their 

students.  The teachers who took part in this study have had the benefit of the 

diversity of a university setting.  One of the teachers grew up in Eastern Europe, 

two have military backgrounds, and all have taught in larger schools with diverse 
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populations.  Most of the student participants in the study lived in the same 

community and went through the same school system from the early grades.  

They had not yet had the life experiences to judge what it means to be diverse.   

The results of this study suggest that despite the advantage that AP has 

for high school students, some small schools, regardless of the setting, are not 

able to provide equal access to their students.  The issues of scheduling and 

staffing have been too difficult to overcome.  The review of the research in 

chapter 2 addresses the difficulties that small, poor, and rural schools have had 

in offering advanced placement courses, but there have been few studies on 

smaller schools that are small by choice such as charter schools or private 

schools.  Small schools and districts in urban and suburban areas are also not 

addressed at length in the research.  The pilot study is instrumental in defining 

the problems that are being faced by these schools. 

 Students who are in the unique position of finding themselves in a small 

school that offers AP recognize the advantages they have of smaller class sizes, 

fewer distractions, and more teacher attention.  These students also have the 

potential advantage of the preparation for college and the possibility of college 

credit that AP courses can offer them; however, they are not receiving the full 

potential of this advantage.  Students enter the AP courses unprepared for the 

work that is expected of them and they are not open to all of the ideas put forth 
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the in the AP classroom.  This leaves them with superficial knowledge that is not 

sufficient for a passing score on the AP exam. 

 Teachers who teach AP courses in small schools have the daunting task of 

preparing students for the AP exam with few resources provided by their schools 

and face resistance from students and parents to advanced level work.  While 

they may receive ample professional development through their district or 

programs that have been set up the College Board and other private entities, the 

problems of scheduling, course offerings, and limited resources restrict the 

advantages that they can provide for their students. 

The results of the pilot study along with the gaps in previous research on 

smaller urban and suburban schools highlights the need for further research on 

small school AP programs, particularly in urban areas.  Much of the research that 

has been done in small, rural schools has focused on the setbacks and lack of 

success experienced by these schools and the reasons for their shortcomings.  

The present study will present cases of small, urban and suburban schools that 

have found success in their AP programs to give emphasis to the strategies that 

these schools are using. 

1.3 Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to examine the responses of small schools 

with successful AP programs to the issues that have been found to cause many 

small school AP programs to fail.  The data gathered through this study via 
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questionnaires and interviews will provide small schools which are planning to 

implement Advanced Placement programs with information on the experiences 

of other small schools in their endeavors with Advanced Placement.   

1.4 Research Questions 

 Question 1    One concern faced by many small schools when attempting 

to offer AP programs is the question of staffing.  How have successful schools 

found, trained, and maintained a highly qualified staff to offer a significant 

program in AP?   

 Question 2  The offering of a significant number of AP courses in smaller 

schools has been a challenge for many because of the difficulty in scheduling 

singleton courses within the master schedule and matching student schedules 

with their desired courses. How have the schools addressed scheduling problems 

to fit a significant number of courses into the master schedule and enroll a 

significant number of students in the courses? 

 Question 3  How has funding for teacher training and materials for the AP 

program been addressed? 

 Question 4  Studies on AP courses in small, rural settings have found that 

students in smaller schools have less motivation to be successful in advanced 

courses (The College Board, 2007).  Smaller class sizes and homogeneous 

populations in smaller schools also detract from the diversity and the rigor often 
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associated with advanced courses.   To what extent have the teachers in 

successful programs seen these problems and how have they been addressed? 

1.5  Scope of the Study 

The participants in this study are teachers and administrators in two 

small schools in the Southwest with enrollments of fewer than 600.  The first 

school is a charter school that has been operating for ten years.  As part of its 

commitment to higher academic standards, this school has made participation in 

AP courses part of its graduation requirements.  In the 2006/2007 school year, 

89 students took 202 exams.  75% of all students scored 3 or higher on at least 

one of their exams.  The graduating class of 2007 had an Equity and Excellence 

Ratio of 92% (reflecting the percentage of seniors scoring 3 or higher on at least 

one of the AP Exams). 

The second school participating in the study is a private school that 

opened its doors eight years ago.   It has a growing AP program and currently 

offers four AP courses, one in each of the core academic areas.  It is planning to 

expand its program in the future. 

1.6  Limitations of the Study 

The number of small schools offering AP programs is limited creating a small 

sample size.  The participants of the study represent a specific population of 

charter school and private school teachers and administrators which makes it 

difficult to generalize their experiences across different types of schools.  As the 
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teachers and administrators are sharing their knowledge of advanced placement 

as it occurs in their particular schools and their particular classes it is important 

to note that the data gathered is perception of the participants based on their 

experiences.   

1.7  Definition of Terms 

Advanced Placement (AP) Course – One of 37 courses in 20 subject areas 

developed by a committee composed of college faculty and AP teachers, and 

covers the breadth of information, skills, and assignments found in the 

corresponding college course (The College Board, 2007). 

Advanced Placement (AP) Exam – Once-a-year exam offered by the College 

Board.  An exam is given for each of the 37 courses offered in the AP program for 

a fee.  Students receiving a passing score on the exam may be eligible for college 

credit in the subject of the exam (The College Board, 2007). 

Charter School – A publicly funded school that, in accordance with an enabling 

state statute, has been granted a charter exempting it from selected state or 

local rules and regulations.  It may be newly created, or it may previously have 

been a public or private school; it is typically governed by a group or organization 

under a contract or charter with the state. In return for funding and autonomy, 

the charter school must meet accountability standards (Rees, 2007). 

The College Board - A not-for-profit membership association whose mission is to 

connect students to college success and opportunity. Founded in 1900, the 
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association is composed of more than 5,200 schools, colleges, universities, and 

other educational organizations (The College Board, 2007). 

Core Academic Subject - English, reading, language arts, mathematics, science, 

foreign languages, civics and government, social studies, economics, arts, 

history, geography, and kindergarten through Grade 6 (Rees, 2007). 

Diversity - Ethnic variety, as well as socioeconomic and gender variety, in a 

group, society, or institution (Diversity, 2007). 

Highly Qualified Teacher -A teacher who has obtained full state teacher 

certification or has passed the state teacher licensing examination and holds a 

license to teach in the state; holds a minimum of a bachelor's degree; and has 

demonstrated subject area competence in each of the core academic subjects in 

which the teacher teaches (Rees, 2007). 

Learning Community  - A small group of students and teachers, usually 300 or 

fewer, either independent or affiliated with other learning communities, who 

adhere to common themes and goals (Rees, 2007).   

No Child Left Behind (NCLB)- Signed into law January 8, 2002 and implemented 

during the 2002-2003 school year, it is the latest revision of the 1965 Elementary 

and Secondary Education Act. It requires schools to have 100 percent proficiency 

among students in math, reading, and language arts by 2014. They must also 

meet graduation and attendance standards (Rees, 2007). 

http://www.ncpublicschools.org/nclb/glossary#cas
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PreAP Course – Courses for either middle school or high school students that 

promote college –level work and reflect topics, concepts, and skills found in AP 

courses.  While these courses are supported by the College Board they are not 

designed or evaluated by College Board staff (The College Board, 2007). 

Private School - An independent school that is controlled by an individual or 

agency other than the district or state (Rees, 2007). 

Public School - A school that receives most of its funding from government 

sources (Rees, 2007). 

Rural School – School situated in a sparsely populated area away from the 

influences of larger cities (Rees, 2007). 

Small School – Any school with an enrollment of 600 students or fewer either 

independent or affiliated with other learning communities (Rees, 2007). 

Successful AP Program – For purposes of this study, a succssful program is one 

which has been in existence for a minimum of five years and offers courses in at 

least three core academic areas. 

21st Century Skills - Skills which include global literacy, problem solving, 

innovation and creativity that have become critical in the increasingly 

interconnected workforce and society of the 21st century (Partnership for 21st 

Century Skills, 2004). 

Urban School - School situated in a city or densely populated area (Rees, 2007). 
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CHAPTER TWO 

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

2.1  Introduction 

 As stated in chapter 1, there has been little research conducted in the 

area of Advanced Placement (AP) and the small, urban or suburban, middle class 

school.  The focus of the literature review will therefore, be on the two main 

elements of the study; the AP program and small schools.  The first part will 

examine the history of the AP program, its advantages and drawbacks, the place 

of the program in contemporary education, and the position of the College 

Board.  The second part of this chapter will focus on small schools.  The history 

of small schools and the more recent small schools movement will be addressed 

as well as research on the advantages of smaller schools.  The final part will look 

at the research that has been done on small, rural, schools and AP programs and 

the need for more research.  

2.2 History of Advanced Placement 

 The Advanced Placement program has had a place in American education 

for the past sixty years.  This section will explore the conditions that led to the 

creation of the AP program and the importance of AP scores.   

The Need for AP 

In 1952 the Harvard University Press published, General Education in 

School and College:  A Committee Report by Members of the Faculties of 
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Andover, Exeter, Lawrenceville, Harvard, Princeton, and Yale.  The committee 

was funded by the Ford Foundation’s Fund for the Advancement of Education 

and led by Andover English teacher Alan R. Blackmer. The report addressed 

issues concerning what they considered the “superior students” (Rothschild, 

1999, p. 177) and questions of curriculum in high school and college.    The 

problem of high school curriculum for the academically advanced student was 

two-fold:  either they were taking all of their challenging courses in the earlier 

grades and were left with the choice of easier electives their senior year or early 

graduation; or, their high schools were offering advanced courses and they 

found themselves duplicating the course work during their freshman year in 

college (Wilbur & Chapman, 1978).   

 Reports of frustration with curriculum duplication date back well before 

the 1952 commission report.  In 1928 Osborn found that up to twenty-three 

percent of high school physics, English, and history was repeated in college and a 

1940 study by Russell discovered that the average student with a B.A. in English 

will have read Julius Caesar four times during the course of high school and 

college (Wilbur & Chapman, 1978). The 1952 report by the faculty members of 

Andover, Exeter, Lawrenceville, Harvard, Princeton, and Yale found that of 344 

students whose records they examined, 209 repeated the science courses they 

had taken in high school.  The commission declared that this duplication wasted 

the time of the student and was damaging to academic motivation and student 
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interest so, they set about to rectify the problem.  The term “Advanced 

Placement” (Phillips Academy, 1952, p. 118) first appears in the commission 

report along with an outline for an advanced placement program in high schools.  

 At the same time the faculty members of Andover, Exeter, Lawrenceville, 

Harvard, Princeton, and Yale were working on their plan, Gordon Keith Chalmers 

of Kenyon College in Ohio was looking at the same problem from a different 

angle.  Rather than repeating the material from advanced level high school 

courses as college freshmen, as many students were doing, Chalmers, “focus*ed+ 

on the establishment of descriptions of college, freshman-level courses that 

college faculty would accept even if taught in high schools,” (Rothschild, 1999, p. 

178).  The efforts of Chalmers and the members of the faculties of Andover, 

Exeter, Lawrenceville, Harvard, Princeton, and Yale ultimately led to the piloting 

of advanced courses by seven high schools in 1952.  In 1954, the first common 

Advanced Placement examinations were administered to students from twenty-

seven different high schools (Rothschild, 1999).   

The Significance of AP Scores 

Initially, AP examination scores were used only to award college credits 

for students so they could skip introductory level courses in college and move 

directly into more challenging college work.  Scores on exams were not a factor 

in college admissions as students generally took AP courses in the junior and 

senior years and the scores of the exams had not come back until after the 
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admissions process was complete.  AP as a tool for determining college 

admissions did not become predominant until the 1980’s.  As the number of 

college applications began to increase, AP began to be used as an additional 

measure to make distinctions between closely qualified applicants (Geiser & 

Santelices, 2006).  For example, the University of California admissions policy 

awards bonus points to students who have AP courses on their transcripts, “…to 

encourage students to take demanding advanced academic courses…” 

(University of California, 1982). 

2.3 The AP Advantage 

 Although not every student enrolls in AP courses, the research shows 

that students who do often have significant advantages over those who do not 

take AP and those who do not have access to AP.  This section looks at the 

benefits of AP for those enrolled in AP courses as well as those enrolled in 

schools offering AP programs. 

Advantages of taking an AP Course 

 For over half a century the Advanced Placement (AP) program has been 

fulfilling the vision of those who conceived it and much more.   Students who 

participated in the pilot program for AP were hand selected by faculty, 

administrators, and counselors.  Today, schools that offer AP must open it to all 

who wish to take the courses.  While many students take AP courses for the 

advantage of receiving college credit through the AP exam and to escape the 
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slower pace of general education classes, others are turning to AP to prepare 

themselves for the rigors of college courses.  A recent study showed that more 

than twenty-five percent of college freshmen require remedial courses 

(Clemmitt, 2006).  The need to better prepare students for college-level work 

has led some schools to turn to AP for the academic challenge it offers as well as 

the study skills and discipline that the courses require.   

Regardless of the reasons why students enroll in Advanced Placement 

courses, those who step up to the challenge have an advantage over those who 

choose not to take the courses and those for whom AP is not offered.  In the 

United States, students who take AP courses in the areas of math and science 

tend to perform better in these areas than students in the rest of the world 

(Marcus, 2006).  The College Board reports that,  

a study by the TIMSS Study Center shows that AP students  

rank with the best math and science students in the world.  

 AP calculus students with grades of 3 or better on the AP  

exam outperformed advanced and honors students for each  

of the 18 countries that participated in the study….*physics  

students] who received an AP exam grade of 3 or better on t 

he AP Physics B or C exams performed as well as physics  

students from the top-performing nations of Norway, 

Sweden, and the Russian Federation (The College Board, 2007, p. 4). 
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 Additionally, studies by Willingham and Morris have found that students who 

participated in the AP program in high school had a better overall four year 

college performance than those who did not (Willingham & Morris, 1986).  

Counselors who were interviewed about the advantages of AP for their students 

reported that even those students who did not achieve a passing score (3 or 4 

depending on the school) on the AP exam came back from college reporting that 

they did well in their freshman courses because they had been so well prepared 

(Clemmitt, 2006).  Studies continue to show that the most accurate predictor of 

bachelor degree attainment is rigorous academic preparation (Burney & Cross, 

2006). 

 The 2007 Advanced Placement Report to the Nation, a report put out by 

the College Board yearly, cites new research on the correlation between college 

success and AP courses.  The two studies, conducted in Texas because it has the 

second largest AP population in the country and a significant proportion of 

minority students, found positive correlations between students with AP credits 

and college GPA.  One study by Keng and Dodd which was at press at the time of 

the report found that over four years, students scored higher in the subject areas 

in which they had successful AP exam scores than those students who did not 

take AP (The College Board, 2007). 

 A second study by Hargrove, Godin, and Dodd, also at press at the time of 

the report, found that Texas students who take AP courses have higher college 
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GPAs and four-year graduation rates than those students who scored in a similar 

range on the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) but did not take AP courses.  The 

same study found that while those students who took AP courses earned higher 

college GPAs than those who did not take AP, those students who took both the 

AP courses and the subsequent exam earned higher GPAs than those who took 

the course without taking the exam (The College Board, 2007). 

AP and the General Education Student 

The rigors of the AP program are not for all students, nor is the college 

preparatory track appropriate for all students.  Obviously, not every student who 

is enrolled in high school is going to attend a four year college and some will not 

attend any type of post secondary institution and will go straight to work after 

high school.  The advantages of AP should not be discounted for these students 

however.  Willingham and Morris (1986) have found a correlation between 

extensive AP programs within schools and college performance for those 

students not enrolled in AP courses.  Students who attended schools with 

extensive AP programs but did not take the courses tended to do better in 

college than their grades or test scores would have predicted, suggesting that 

the atmosphere created by the program within the school including rigor, work 

ethic, and time management, filters through to non-AP students.  Teicher (2000), 

discovered that this advantage may be the result of AP students becoming 

models and mentors for other students in the school.  When an AP student is 
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successful in high school and returns to report success in college it encourages 

younger students to apply themselves as well as to help each other be 

successful. 

2.4  Issues of Equity and AP 

 Although the initial target student for AP was the college-bound, high-

achiever, AP has become a program for everyone.  The College Board has 

become active in ensuring that AP is an inclusive program that is open to all 

students who want to attempt the courses regardless of their past academic 

performance or the level of previous course they have taken.  The College Board 

Equity Policy Statement says, 

 All students who are willing to accept the challenge of a  

 rigorous academic curriculum should be considered for a 

 dmission to AP courses.  The Board encourages the   

elimination of barriers that restrict access to AP courses for  

students from ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic groups that   

have been traditionally under-represented in the AP program 

(2002 p. 1). 

The following section looks at the barriers to offering AP in all schools and issues 

of equity that have arisen regarding AP. 
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Socioeconomic Barriers 

Despite the efforts of the College Board to make AP open to everyone, 

barriers still exist.  One of the main obstacles to AP for many students is 

economic.  In February, 2006, Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings noted 

that a wealthy, suburban, high school in Washington offered more than twenty 

AP classes while an inner-city Washington school offered only four (Walters, 

2006).  It is this type of inequity that has led some to the courts.  In 1999, the 

American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) filed a class action lawsuit on behalf of 

black, Hispanic, and low-income students charging that the students who are 

most widely represented in schools in lower socioeconomic neighborhoods are 

at a disadvantage when applying to colleges that consider AP on applications.  

The attorney for the ACLU pointed out that of 477 Southern California high 

schools, 333 with large minority populations offered fewer than four AP courses 

while 144 high schools with majority white populations offered fifteen or more 

(Carnevale, 1999). 

The main reason cited by schools with few AP offerings is money (The 

College Board, 2007; Teicher, 2000).  Many teachers lack the training to 

effectively teach AP courses and the schools do not have the extra money in the 

budget to pay for professional development.  The cost of materials and staffing 

additional course offerings is prohibitive as well.  The cost of taking the exams is 

also a deterrent.  The ultimate goal in taking the AP course is to pass the AP 
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exam and earn college credit.  The cost of a single exam is eighty-five dollars (The 

College Board, 2007). In some areas the schools pay the cost of the exam for the 

students, but in schools that are already having financial difficulties it is a burden 

that they simply cannot bear. 

Logistical Barriers 

Related to economic barriers for many schools are the logistic barriers of 

scheduling, staffing, and filling AP courses.  The provision of No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB) that requires highly qualified teachers prohibits teachers from teaching 

subjects in which they do not have a major or a minor (Clemmitt, 2006).  As a 

result, schools that had previously used staff certified in other areas to fill 

vacancies in some classes have had to reorganize their staff to cover required 

courses leaving no one to teach AP without hiring new staff.  Schools with 

smaller enrollment also have the problem of staffing AP courses.  In many cases, 

the AP courses are so much smaller than the other classes that it is difficult or 

impossible to financially justify the course (Narodick, 1999). 

Removing Barriers 

The benefits of the Advanced Placement program have not escaped the 

notice of the federal government and numerous foundations dedicated to the 

improvement of teaching and education.   Lawmakers, private citizens, and 

business have come forward to help remove some of the barriers in providing 

equal access to AP.  In February of 2006, Secretary of Education Margaret 
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Spellings addressed a Senate committee and announced that the U.S. must do 

more to prepare its high school students for college-level math and science.  To 

this end, Ms. Spellings, a coauthor of NCLB, urged lawmakers to back a plan that 

would train 70,000 teachers to teach AP and expand student access to AP 

courses (Walters, 2006).  President Bush set aside $122 million a year in the 

federal budget to fund this training (Clemmit, 2006; Marcus 2006).  Spellings’ 

remarks also noted that the skills learned in AP were important for college 

success as well as success in the work world making an investment in AP an 

investment in the economy as well.   

States have also entered the business of AP equity.  Many states 

including Utah, Florida, South Carolina, Arkansas, California, and Texas have 

passed laws requiring schools to offer a minimum number of AP courses 

(Teicher, 2000; Clemmit, 2006; The College Board, 2007).  While helping to 

ensure access to the courses, mandating AP does not necessarily solve the equity 

problems created by economic and logistical barriers.   Florida has begun 

subsidizing professional development to train AP teachers and rewards teachers 

for helping students achieve passing scores on the AP exams (The College Board, 

2007).  Texas also offers training and incentives to teachers as well as payment 

to students who pass the AP exam (Teicher, 2000).   To answer logistic problems, 

Michigan, California, and Washington have established funding to support 
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internet-based AP courses to help schools offer or expand their AP programs 

(Narodick, 1999). 

The Roll of the College Board 

In support of their equity policy statement, the College Board has begun 

offering programs to help schools make AP more accessible to their students.  

The College Board AP Fellows program is a competitive grant program that is 

open to schools with 50 percent or more underrepresented minority students 

and/or 50 percent or more students who qualify for free or reduced lunch.  

Teachers can receive a grant of $1000 to help them attend summer training for 

AP.  The College Board also offers $30,000 dollar start up grants to schools who 

would like to begin AP programs.  The award includes professional development 

for teachers, classroom materials and resources and a consultant for the first 

year of the program (The College Board, 2007).   

To help individual students attain their AP goals the College Board offers 

fee reductions to qualified students as well.  The normal fee reduction is $22 per 

test.  Schools are also encouraged to use federal or state funds to help these 

students reduce the fees even more (The College Board, 2007). 

Equity and Small Schools 

Despite all of the efforts of the College Board, state governments, and 

federal governments, inequities still exist that are difficult to overcome.  Rural 

schools and small schools are still underrepresented in the AP program.  A 1995 
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study by the Texas Education Agency Office of Policy Planning and Research that 

studied Texas AP programs found that, “small schools and small districts typically 

have lower AP examination participation” (Research, Texas Education Agency 

Office of Policy Planning and, 1995, p. 22).  Similar studies support this finding 

across the states.  A 1991 study conducted in South Carolina stated, 

“clearly…small, rural high schools in South Carolina are unable to provide 

advanced placement opportunities for their students equal to those offered by 

large rural, metropolitan, or suburban high schools” (Aluri, 1991, pp. 16-17).  

Roellke (1996) also noted that there is less availability of advanced courses like 

AP in small schools.   

For some students the answer to equity issues in AP has been to use the 

court system to force equity, for others the answer has been to enroll in another 

school that has a strong program.  For students in small schools, the move to a 

larger school to gain access to AP is a choice of giving up one advantage for 

another.  The literature clearly shows a strong advantage for students attending 

small schools and an ever-growing movement to create more small schools (see 

section 2.8). 

  The history of the high school in America shows an evolution of theory 

about the proper size and mission for schooling culminating in the current 

movement for smaller schools. The following section presents a history of high 
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schools in America.  It looks at issues of school size and the benefits and 

drawbacks of both large and small schools. 

2.5  The History of High Schools in America 

 The small high school has been a fixture in American education since its 

inception.  While the goals of schooling and the beliefs about the appropriate 

structure for schools have changed over the past century, the small school has 

remained a constant.  The following section deals with the history of the 

American high school and place of the small school. 

The Origins of the High School 

 The first high school in the United States was founded in Boston in 1821 

(Spring, 2005).  The definition and goals of the high school were not solid in the 

beginning.  Henry Barnard, a school activist in the 1830s provided this definition 

of the high school, “*the+ Public or Common High School is intended…*to be+ a 

public or common school for the older and more advanced scholars of the 

community…*with+ a course of instruction adapted to their, age, and intellectual 

and moral wants and, to some extent, to their future pursuits in life” (1838 qtd in 

Spring, 2005, pg. 91).  Despite the lack of a clear definition, those who supported 

the building of community high schools believed that the schools would benefit 

their teenage students by instilling moral values, promoting individual 

responsibility, instilling basic republican values, and justifying social differences 

based on income and wealth as a result of equal opportunity through education 
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(Reese, 1995; Spring, 2006).  As the high school became a fixture in American 

education by the twentieth century its goals evolved from simply preparing good 

citizens and developing the mind into preparing students for their future 

occupations (Spring, 2005).  Just as the mission of the high school has changed 

over time to reflect the needs and conditions of society, the belief about the 

appropriate size of the high school has changed also. 

School Size 

 In the early years of public education small schools were a necessity 

based on the rural nature of American society.  In 1940 fewer than 10% of all 

rural schools had more than six teachers or an enrollment of more than 200 

students. The notion that school size surged across the board during and 

immediately after World War II is a fallacy.  Although the typical high school 

during this period was defined as one that enrolled 500 to 2,500 students, only 

14% of all American high schools were that large.  In fact, 75% had fewer than 

200 students.  As late as 1957, there were 50,446 school districts in America with 

58% serving less than 50 students (Hampel, 2002).  In the second half of the 

twentieth century however, these statistics began to change.  By 1995, the 

number of school districts had declined by 87% and the number of schools had 

declined from about 200,000 in the 1950s to 62,037 even though the U.S. 

population had grown by 70% (Cotton, 1996; Howley, 1994; Hampel, 2002).  

Additionally, the average enrollment increased from 127 to 653 (Wynne & 
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Walberg, 1995).  By 2002, 53% of America’s high schools enrolled from 500-

2,500 students and served 84% of the country’s high school students (Hampel, 

2002). 

The Rational for Large High Schools 

 The move towards large high schools in America that hit its stride near 

the end of the 1950s and continued throughout the latter half of the 20th century 

was fueled by issues of national pride and identity, economic necessity, and a 

certain degree of prejudice and ethnocentrism.  The space race between the 

United States and Russia that began with the launch of the Russian satellite 

Sputnik in 1957 was a major impetus behind the push for larger schools.  There 

was a belief that the small schools simply could not offer the rigorous science 

and math courses that would be needed to compete in the space race.  Higher 

academic standards were imposed, especially in math and science, and high 

school graduation standards were raised as well as college entrance standards 

(Oakes & Lipton, 2003).  To be able to better implement these higher standards, 

larger high schools were the preferred mode of transmission.  Logistically, the 

larger high schools were able to offer a wider variety of courses than smaller 

schools as a result of higher enrollments and greater resources.  The specialized 

equipment that was necessary to provide students with the science background 

that would be necessary for them to help the United States take back the 
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scientific advantage over the Russians was more readily available in larger 

schools as well (Dessoff, 2004).  

 Another reason behind the large school push was the need to train 

efficient workers and management.  The factory-like environment of the large 

school is indicative of its purpose.  Jacobs (1970) compares the school 

superintendent to management more interested in the budget than in the 

quality of instruction and the teacher as the worker who is minimally paid and 

expected to be obedient.  The product of this industry was the obedient worker, 

already trained in the atmosphere of the working world through the structure of 

the schooling they experienced. 

 Directly related to the need for workers, was the desire to Americanize 

and train the large numbers of immigrants coming to the U.S (Allen R. , 2002).  

Lee and Smith describe the large high school as, “designed to conform to such 

typically American ideals as efficiency, differentiation, specialization, 

depersonalization, and standardization; in effect this network was a…well-oiled 

machine whose goal was the production of human capital” (1995, pg. 242).  The 

large, factory-like high schools produced Americanized citizens who were trained 

to work for American industry. 

 More recently, the 1983 publication of A Nation at Risk highlighted the 

difficulty of American’s keeping up with Japan and West Germany in world 

markets.  The report blamed public schools and cited the need for educational 
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reform in the United States (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 

1983).  This crisis, reminiscent of the 1957 Sputnik debacle, caused a call for the 

training of American students that would give the U.S. a more competitive edge.  

Once again, academic standards were raised and the larger schools viewed as 

more suited to meet the needs of students as a result of the resources they 

could provide (Spring, The american school, 2005). 

2.6  The Drawbacks of Large Schools 

 The large high school that was to be the answer to America’s problems of 

keeping up with the rest of the world brought with it some difficult problems.  

The following section delves into the downside of large high schools. 

Violence 

 Despite the advantages that large schools have been able to provide in 

the area of highly trained faculty and resources, many believe that the 

disadvantages outweigh the benefits.  Stockard & Mayberry report that, 

“behavior problems are so much greater in larger schools that any possible 

virtue of larger size is canceled out by the difficulties of maintaining order” 

(1992, pg. 47).   Perhaps the most publicized drawback of large schools is the 

increase in violent acts, homicides, and arrest rates that accompany bigger 

schools (Wynne & Walberg, 1995).  A 1998 report by the National Center for 

Education Statistics stated that 33 percent of students in schools with 

enrollments of 1,000 or more experienced a serious violent crime (Klonsky, 
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2002).  This statistic is backed up by a 2003 report by the Commission on 

Business Efficiency of the Public Schools which found that concentrations of 

violence in schools with enrollments of 1,000 or more are from 86 to 148 

percent higher than smaller schools.  Additionally, although homicides at school 

are rarer than the media may lead people to believe, large, urban schools are 

more than three times more likely to be the scene of a homicide than rural 

schools (Zwillich, 2008).   

Drop-outs 

 Multiple studies confirm that larger, urban schools have higher drop-out 

rates than small schools ( Lee & Burkam, 2003; Patterson, Beltyukova, & Berman; 

Rumberger & Thomas, 2000; Rumberger, 1995).  One study by Rumberger (1995) 

traces the effect of larger school size back to middle schools determining that a 

student is more likely to drop out in the first two years of high school if they 

attended a large middle school.  One of the possible reasons for the higher drop 

out rate in the larger schools is lack of personalization.  It is easy for a student to 

become lost in the large system and fall through the cracks.  Wynne and Walberg 

state that “Each year that students attend they are shifted through additional 

levels of teachers and other educators.  Thus, it becomes more and more 

unlikely that any one staff member will have a clear idea of what has been 

happening to that pupil” (1995, pg. 54).  Myatt (2004) also cites what he calls 

“the Columbine effect” (pg. 771) consisting of alienation and social stratification 
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as another reason for student dissatisfaction that can lead to students in large 

schools dropping out.   

Student Achievement 

 The impetus for the creation of large high schools in the beginning was to 

offer advantages that would help raise student achievement by offering a 

greater range of curriculum and more qualified teachers.  Despite these seeming 

advantages, about half of the research on student achievement and school size 

shows no difference between the achievement levels of students in large and 

small schools.  In fact, the other half of the research shows that student 

achievement in small schools is superior to that of students in large schools 

(Cotton, School size, school climate, and student performance, 1996). The effects 

of small school environments and student achievement are the greatest when it 

comes to the achievement of students who come from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds or minority backgrounds (Berlin & Cienkus, 1989). When it comes 

to student achievement, large schools appear to have the opposite affect of 

what they intended. 

2.7  The History of the Small School Movement 

 While small schools are a fixture of American education, the more recent 

small schools movement has its roots in the need to counter the problems 

created by large high schools.  This section looks at the beginnings of the small 

school movement and the districts that helped push it forward. 
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Central Park East  

 Small schools have been around since the beginning of public education 

in the United States.  The small school movement of the 1990s and early 21st 

century has brought the benefits of small schools into the national spotlight, but 

the literature looks to Deborah Meier and the Central Park East Schools in East 

Harlem for its beginnings.  In 1974 East Harlem was among the poorest of New 

York City’s 32 school districts.  It was suffering from high drop out and truancy 

rates as well as low levels of student achievement (Meier, Small schools, big 

results, 1995).  The transformation began when the superintendent of New York 

School District 4 approached Deborah Meier and her colleagues to start their 

own school.  The Central Park East Elementary School had five teachers, one aid, 

and 100 students.  The school was lauded by parents and the community.  The 

success of Central Park East necessitated the opening of a second elementary 

school in 1978 and eventually a third.  In 1984, Meier, encouraged by Theodore 

Sizer and the principles of the Coalition of Essential Schools, opened Central Park 

East Secondary School following the same small-school principles that had made 

the elementary schools so successful (Meier, Just let us be: The Genesis of a 

small public school, 2002; Meier, Sizer, & Faust-Sizer, Keeping school: Letters to 

families from principals of two small schools, 2004).   
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Large Cities, Small Schools 

 Backed by research and the success of East Harlem, many large cities with 

significantly large school systems have begun the process of redesigning and 

transforming their large public schools into smaller learning communities.  

Chicago, Boston, Philadelphia, San Francisco, Seattle, and Oakland have all taken 

steps to create or convert their large, comprehensive high schools into multiple 

small schools and to create small, start-up high schools.  Among the necessities 

for these small schools is a unifying vision, autonomy to control their own 

budget, staffing, curriculum, and calendar, an accountability plan, and, of course, 

a size that allows a personalized atmosphere (French, Atkinson, & Rugen, 2007).  

2.8 The Benefits of Small Schools 

 The research on the problems created by large schools is very conclusive.  

Just as conclusive is the research on the benefits of smaller high schools.  This 

section will look at the research that supports the benefits of small schools. 

Student Participation 

 Although the movement towards smaller schools is relatively recent, 

research on the benefits of small schools has been ongoing throughout the 20th 

century.  As a result of the movement towards school consolidation in the 1960s, 

Barker and Gump (1964) conducted a study on the effects of high school size and 

student behavior.  They found that despite the numerous possibilities for 

student activities in larger high schools, students in smaller schools with 
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enrollments of 61 – 150 were 3 to 20 times more likely to participate.  Also, even 

with the resources that larger schools possessed to provide extracurricular 

activities, small schools often offered twice as many to their students.   

 A 1982 study by Lindsay confirms the findings of Barker and Gump (1964) 

that smaller schools offer advantages to their students over larger schools.  

Lindsay not only found that school size affects student participation, his study 

determined that the effects of school size, “are independent of urban or rural 

location” (Lindsay, 1982) as well as socioeconomic status and academic ability.   

These finding were again confirmed in 1998 by Schoggen & Schoggen.  In a study 

of 27 public high schools ranging in enrollments from 21 to 622 it was 

determined that there was a negative relationship between large school size and 

student participation following Barker’s theory on behavior settings (Schoggen & 

Schoggen, 1998).   

 The reason for the difference in participation may lie in the feelings of 

alienation that can accompany enrollment in a large school.  Hamilton (1993) 

states that,  

Students in the large schools were more polarized, with a group 

 of active  participants at one end of the continuum and a large 

 group of students who did not participate in any extracurricular activities 

at the other.  In the small schools there were few students who did not 

participate in anything (pg. 70). 
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The vast population of larger high schools does not afford the students the 

opportunity to socialize with all students, therefore, many opportunities for 

sharing like interests and motivating each other to participate are lost. 

Student Behavior, Attitudes, and Attendance 

 The research on student behavior and smaller schools is vast and 

conclusive.  There is simply a lower instance of student behavior problems in 

smaller schools (Gottfredson, 1985; Grefory, 1992; Rutter, 1998; Stockard & 

Mayberry, 1992).  One possible reason for this is the difference in student 

attitudes between large and small schools.  As mentioned earlier in this chapter, 

one possible reason for lack of student participation in larger schools is the 

feeling of alienation that can come along with being one in a student body of 

hundreds.  This same feeling of alienation has an effect on how students behave 

in school as well.  Fowler & Walberg (1991) and Stockard & Mayberry (1992) 

found that students in smaller schools experience a greater sense of belonging 

and a much lower sense of alienation than their counterparts in larger schools.  

This is evidenced by stronger relationships between students and between 

students and teachers in smaller schools (Rutter, 1988).  This sense of belonging 

leads to a greater sense of ownership in the educational environment and works 

to minimize behavior problems. 

 The same factors that impact behavior problems in small and large 

schools also appear to be related to issues of student attendance (Lindsay, 
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1982).  Research bears out the fact that smaller schools have higher attendance 

rates than larger schools (Fowler W. , School size and student outcomes, 1995; 

Fowler & Walberg, School size, characteristics, and outcomes, 1991; Howley C. , 

1994).  Additional research shows that students who attended large schools but 

moved to a smaller school showed improved attendance rates (Rutter, 1988).  

These statistics are, once again, consistent across all small school settings. 

Student Achievement 

 While high levels of student participation and low instances of 

misbehavior are plusses for small schools, the major focus of the small school 

movement is raising student achievement.  When Deborah Meier started the 

Central Park East Secondary School the students of East Harlem were among the 

lowest in student achievement in the city of New York and had high drop out and 

truancy rates.  A longitudinal study of the school conducted by David Bensman 

and Paul Tainch discovered that through the 1980s and 90s, Central Park East 

achieved a 90 percent graduation rate with 90 percent of graduates continuing 

on to college.  Their study also showed that the population of the school was as 

diverse in ethnicity and socioeconomic status as the rest of the New York City 

school system with no difference in cost per pupil (Meier, Just let us be: The 

Genesis of a small public school, 2002).   

 Central Park East, while often the most recognizable of the small school 

movement successes, is not alone in its achievement.  Another of the small 
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school success stories of the early movement is Fenway high school in Boston.  

Fenway’s first graduating class in 1985 had only 3 of its members take the SAT.  

While success came slowly, Fenway’s small size, 250-300 students, curricular 

innovations, and creative scheduling earned it the status of pilot school.  By 1997 

dropout rates were low and graduation rates high.  Students were receiving full 

scholarships to prestigious colleges and college retention rates were high 

(Clinchy, 2000).   

 The cases of Central Park East and Fenway are not unique.  Statistically 

the relationship between smaller schools and higher achievement rates plays out 

across the country.  In States such as North Dakota, Nebraska, and Montana 

which have an average school size of about 150, test scores were among the 

highest in the nation in 1989-90 as opposed to Florida, Louisiana, and California 

which have the largest school sizes and the lowest test scores for the same 

school year (Wynne & Walberg, 1995).   

The rise in student achievement in small schools can be seen across 

multiple demographics as well.  A study of Kentucky’s small schools found that 

the effects of poverty and gender-based achievement gaps are stronger in large 

schools than in small schools (Johnson J. , 2005).  Additionally, the setting of the 

small school, whether rural, urban, or suburban, makes no difference in its 

benefits for students and their achievement levels (Cotton, Affective and social 

benefits of small-scale schooling, 1998).   
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2.9 The Making of a Small School 

 While small schools have existed for generations, the creation of new 

schools and new learning communities are not easy tasks.  There is much to be 

considered before beginning.  This section explores the choices to be made in 

pursuing the small school route and means by which school districts have 

accomplished them. 

Optimal Size 

 Deborah Meier’s first school, Central Park East Elementary schools began 

with 100 students and new schools were added to keep the numbers low (Meier, 

Just let us be: The Genesis of a small public school, 2002).  Fenway High School in 

Boston capped its numbers at between 250 and 300 (Clinchy, 2000).  But what is 

the optimal number when creating a small school? The research is cloudy on 

where small schools end and large schools begin.  It has been argued that 400-

800 is the appropriate number for a secondary school (Williams, 1990; Molnar, 

2002), others place the upper limit at 900 (Black, 2006), still other place the 

number as low as 300 (Irmsher, 1997).  While the Carnegie Foundation and the 

National Association of Secondary School Principals recommend that high 

schools be no larger than 600 or fewer than 300, Howley (1994) states that the 

optimal size for a school is going to vary from place to place.  Community factors 

such as socioeconomic status and resources are going to help dictate what is 

right for each location.  Additionally, not all schools will have the luxury of 
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choosing what their optimal number may be.  Rural schools may have numbers 

from 50 to 100 and still provide their students with the best education possible 

(Black, 2006).  District size will also come into play.  Studies have shown that 

districts with a maximum of 5,000 students are the most cost effective and have 

higher achievement and lower drop out rates, however it is not always easy to 

break up large districts to make them the optimal size (Ornstein, 1990). 

Small Schools 

 The idea of small schools is becoming a fixture in literature on school 

reform (Raywid, 1999), but it is not an easy task to create a small school where 

one does not already exist.  There are the obstacles of funding, building, vision, 

and resistance.  French, Atkinson, & Rugen (2007) offer suggestions on how to 

overcome the barriers that stand in the way of creating a small school.  Despite 

the research backing up the benefits of small schools, there is always bound to 

be resistance from community members, existing staff, and students to the 

creation of a new school.  One of the strongest ways to combat resistance is to 

effectively and respectfully communicate the research base with all of the 

stakeholders.  Success can only be achieved when all those who have a stake in 

the decision making process buy in to the plan.  

 The design of the school encompasses more than the building in which it 

will be housed.  Decisions regarding vision, enrollment processes, governance, 

curriculum, scheduling and community partnerships must all have community 



63 
 

 

support and input.  Large school conversions require additional considerations 

such as how many new schools will be created, what will the size be, and how 

will faculties be chosen.  French, Atkinson, & Rugen (2007) suggest a separate 

design team for each new school. 

 The benefits of small schools are great, but the obstacles can be too 

much for some communities to bear.  There are other options for those who 

want the benefits of small size without the difficulties of small school creation. 

One of the growing trends in the small school movement that reformers have 

embraced is the idea of learning communities. 

Learning Communities 

   Especially in large, urban, districts, the logistical issues of breaking apart 

high schools with enrollments of 1,000 -4,000 and creating new schools are not 

feasible (Robelen, 2007).  Instead, cities like Chicago, Denver, Los Angeles, New 

York, and Philadelphia are creating smaller learning communities within their 

large high schools (Patterson, Beltyukova, Berman, & Francis, 2007).  Chicago has 

a plan to break up 60 of its underperforming schools and replace them with 100 

smaller learning communities by the year 2010 (Hendrie, 2005).  San Diego also 

has plans to break up 700 larger schools replacing them with 850 smaller 

learning communities (Jehlen & Kopkowski, 2006). 

 The smaller learning community model does more than break up large 

schools into smaller schools.  As the name suggests, students are placed with a 
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smaller number of classmates and a smaller number of teachers, thereby 

creating a small community.  In many instances, the students are able to stay 

with the same teachers, the same counselors, and the same cohort of students 

for all four years of high school (Wynne & Walberg, 1995).  

 There are many designs that can be utilized to help create learning 

communities, especially when facilities are an impediment.  Wyandotte High 

School in Kansas City, a school of 1,200 students, divided their student body into 

eight smaller schools based on individual themes.  A team of ten teachers 

instructs the same 160-200 students. The teachers begin with a group of 

students their freshman year and remain with them until graduation.  To 

broaden the choices that students have for curricular offerings they are allowed 

to take a class outside of their community to gain exposure to other themes 

(Jehlen & Kopkowski, 2006). 

 Another design for learning communities has been utilized in Oakland, 

California.  Instead of breaking up the entire school, small academies for 

interested students have been created by small groups of teachers.  The Life 

Academy is a biotech academy of 260 students.  It is held in a separate location 

about a mile from the main high school to separate the students from the 

distractions of the school.  In this academy, students earn credit towards a 

biotech lab certificate and college credit (Jehlen & Kopkowski, 2006).    
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 Case studies of learning communities are abundent in the research 

(Clinchy, 2000; Daly, 1985; Fincher-Ford, 1997; French, Atkinson, & Rugen, 2007; 

Gregory & Smith, 1987; Jehlen & Kopkowski, 2006; Mason & Owen, 2002; Meier, 

Sizer, & Faust-Sizer, Keeping school: Letters to families from principals of two 

small schools, 2004; Myatt, 2004).  While the schools have followed many 

different formats, they do have one thing in common; they have raised student 

achievement, cut down on behavior problems, truancy, and drop outs, and 

raised graduation rates.   

The Difference Between Small Schools and Learning Communities 

 While small schools and small learning communities often share the same 

goals of raising student achievement and cutting down on the problems faced by 

larger schools, they do have some significant differences.  Small schools are 

completely autonomous creating their own visions and plans.  Learning 

communities, while often given some level of autonomy, are bound by the same 

vision and goals of the larger school.  Small, independent, schools receive their 

budget in the form of lump-sum per pupil as the learning community must share 

in the budget for the larger school with which it is affiliated.  Learning 

communities are under the umbrella of the larger school in the areas of 

leadership and staffing.  They may have a person who oversees the community, 

but ultimately, the decisions on everything from curriculum to staffing lie with 

the leadership of the larger school (French, Atkinson, & Rugen, 2007).  Raywid 
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(1985) states, “The major challenge to *learning communities] has been 

obtaining sufficient separateness and autonomy to permit staff members to 

generate a distinctive environment and to carry out their own vision of 

schooling” (pg. 455). 

Funding and Facilities 

 Regardless of which path a community chooses to create smaller school 

settings, starting from scratch or breaking apart exisiting schools, the issue of 

funding and facilities will always arise.  As the research continues to bear out the 

advantages of small schools over large schools, the government and private 

corporations have taken a large hand in aiding with the funding of small school 

projects.   

 One of the leaders in funding to schools wishing to implement small 

school plans is the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.  Chicago has received a $2.3 

million grant from the foundation to plan and implement its 2010 plan.  The 

Gates Foundation is so dedicated to the small school movement that between 

2000 and 2005 it gave out over $1 billion in grants across the country (Hendrie, 

2005).  A spokesperson for the foundation stated that the main goal in 

supporting these schools is to increase the the graduation rate (Dessoff, 2004). 

The U.S. Department of Education (DOE) through its Smaller Learning 

Communities Program is also awarding grants to schools to support their efforts 

at creating smaller schools and learning communities.  Between 2000 and 2004 
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the DOE awarded 542 grants totalling about $275 million (Dessoff, 2004).  The 

Smaller Learning Communities Program has become more active in providing 

grants since the passage of NCLB.  The DOE recognizes that school districts see 

smaller learning communities as a way to narrow achievement gaps and meet 

the conditions of the law (Klonsky, 2004). 

For those communities that have gone the route of building from the 

ground up, the design and functionality of their new facilities are as important as 

the curriculum that will be taught inside them.  The buildings should be designed 

with the vision of the school in mind.  Mariner High School, a Gates award 

recipient built an addition to meet its goal of smaller learning communities 

within the context of the larger school.  Its 28 classroom addition groups its 

classroom in clusters of four to five with each grouping separate from the others.  

Even those schools that have not chosen the small school route are looking to 

make their schools appear smaller through the use of building design.  In 

Worthington, Minnesota, when two old school buildings needed to be replaced 

and budget only allowed for one building the schools were consolidated into one 

serving 1,200 pupils.  To give the illusion of a smaller school for the students they 

chose architecture that created separate environments for a more intimate feel 

(Mason & Owen, 2002).   

Facilities like the Julia Richman Education Complex in New York which 

houses seven, separate small high schools also took a great deal of planning to 
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achieve the goals that Deborah Meier and the Coalition of Essential Schools, the 

creators of the schools, wished to accomplish.  Julie Richman was a large high 

school that was phased out over four years beginning in 1992, when the school 

stopped taking in new freshmen.  When the last of the Richman students 

graduated in 1996, Meier and the coalition began moving in the smaller schools 

one by one.  Rather than rushing the process, the schools spent a year at another 

location working out the issues in their designs and were moved in as they were 

ready.  The result was a highly successful assemblage of small schools with high 

achievement and low drop out rates (Toch, 2003).   

2.10 Some Drawbacks of Small Schools 

 It is clear that small schools, regardless of the different forms they may 

take, buildings they may be housed in, or time they take to perfect, have 

countless advantages to offer students.  However, despite the many benefits 

offered by small schools, there are some drawbacks.  The next section will 

explore two areas; curricular offerings and programs for gifted and advanced 

students, in which small schools lag behind. 

Curriculum Offerings 

 Just as the research delineating the advantages of small schools goes 

back to the early 20th century, so does the research on the problems of 

curriculum offerings.  In 1927 Emery Ferriss had this to say about the curricular 

offerings in small schools,  
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 From whatever angle one approaches the question of the  

programs of studies and curriculum in small high schools he  

is driven to but one conclusion-they are as a whole formal and 

traditional.  The smaller the school, the more formal, 

 the more traditional they are.  Although many new subjects  

have gained recognition in the programs of a relatively small percentage 

of these schools, they haveentered haphazardly as it   

were and are usually but appendages to the old group of subjects  

 still regarded as basic to a secondary-school training (pg. 43). 

Wiggins (1932) echoes this statement in a study of the curriculum of small, Texas 

schools stating that small high schools, “follow the path of least resistance and 

*are+…extremely traditional” (pg. 460).  Wiggins’ study of 140 high schools found 

that the subjects that occurred with the most frequency were English, Algebra, 

Ancient history, Plane geometry, Modern history, American history, General 

science, and Civics with more specialized subjects like foreign languages, 

vocational training, and fine arts occuring rarely. 

 In 1936 Broady proposed the enrichment of the small high school 

curriculum through the addition of subjects.  At the time, Broady was not simply 

proposing adding new classes to the curriculum but extending the school day, 

which for many high schools was four periods.  It is acknowledged in this plan 

that the size of the school and the number of teachers may prohibit a more 
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extensive curriculum, but Broady was dedicated to the idea of students having 

more curricular choices than the basic English, Social Studies, Science, and 

Health (at this time many schools only required students to take one year of 

math).  The focus of the enrichment plan centered around more efficient 

scheduling by combining classes, teaching two or more classes concurrently, or 

holding classes on alternate days (Broady, 1936). 

 Forty years later, the problems that plagued small schools in their choice 

of curriculuar offerings continued to cause difficulty.  In 1983, when the National 

Commission on Excellence in Education set out their core curriculum it included 

four years of English, three years of social studies, three years of science, three 

years of math, and two years of foreign language (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 1995).  With the exception of foreign language, the core curriculum of 

1983 greatly resembeled the standard curriculum of small schools in the 1930s.  

Researchers discovered that curriculum in small schools was well aligned with 

the national goals, but unlike larger high schools offered little beyond those 

goals (Barker B. , 1985).  A serious concern related to this issue is the lack of 

availability of advanced courses (Roellke, 1996).   

Small Schools and the Advanced Student 

One of the difficulties in offering advanced courses for the academically 

gifted student  or the student who requires higher level work is that in the very 

small school, these students represent a minute portion of the population 
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(Luhman & Fundis, 1989).  Research has shown that comprehensive gifted 

programs are best suited to serve the advanced or gifted student (Cox, Daniel, & 

Boston, 1985), however the resources available to the small school are often not 

adequate for establishing a comprehensive program (Anderson & Kleinsasser, 

1987).  Furthermore, the majority of small districts in the United States are not 

located near larger metropolitan areas that could provide additional resources 

for the advanced student (Burney & Cross, 2006).   

Unfortunately, the plight of the high ability or gifted student in the small 

school and especially the small rural school has not been heavily researched.  

Recent reports detailing the issues  in high quality education in small schools did 

not mention the terms high ability or gifted leaving a major gap in the research 

(Johnson & Strange, Why rural matters 2005: The facts about rural education in 

the 50 states, 2005; Malhoit, 2005).  With this lack of research it is difficult to 

prepare small schools to counsel the gifted student as programs are put in place. 

Project Aspire, an organization based on the belief that in order for gifted 

students to demonstrate a high level of performance, the schools must provide 

them with opportunities for advanced and challenging work, found that high-

ability students in small schools resist taking courses that require intensive 

preparation outside of class and significant amounts of study time.  Because 

small high schools often do not have a culture of high expectations stemming 

from elementary school nor high-achieving students to serve as role models for 
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rigorous study, it is often difficult for strong advanced or gifted programs to 

grow successfully in the small school (Burney & Cross, 2006; Cross & Burney, 

2005). 

2.11 Advanced Placement and the Small Rural School 

 As stated earlier in the chapter, the research on Advanced Placement and 

the small school is limited and mainly concentrated on the small, rural schools.  

While other types of small schools may have issues with AP that differ from that 

of the rural school, the research on rural schools offers some insight into the 

problems faced by schools with limited enrollment and the offering of AP 

courses.  The following section will examine the problems faced by small rural 

schools in the offering of Advanced Placement programs, the solutions offered 

by the College Board, and the remedies that small schools have found on their 

own. 

Inequities in Advanced Placement and Small schools 

 One glaring example of the inequities that exist in small rural schools in 

regard to the Advanced Placement program is the plight of the small schools of 

South Carolina.  The South Carolina Department of Education issued an 

Education Improvement Act in 1986 requiring that all schools, regardless of 

enrollment, offer at least one AP course by the fall of 1987 (Taylor, 1986).  The 

history of AP in rural South Carolina did not support AP programs in its smallest 

schools.  Although AP had been introduced to South Carolina schools in the 
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1955-1956 school year, it was not introduced in the rural schools until 1972.  In 

the 1972-1973 school year, one out of fifty-eight small, rural schools offered an 

AP course.  From 1974 – 1979 none of the small rural schools offerd AP (Aluri, 

1991).  The schools were simply too small to support the program.  

 Despite the mandate of the South Carolina Department of Education, in 

the 1987 school year, only thirty-nine of the fifty-eight small rural high schools in 

South Carolina offered an AP course.  Those schools which did offer the 

programs were unable to offer the same quality of program that was offered by 

the larger, urban high schools due to staffing and scheduling issues as well as a 

lack of resources (Aluri, 1991). The same types of inequities that exist in South 

Carolina schools, exist in small, rural high schools across the nation.  

The College Board and Small Rural Schools 

 The College Board acknowledges the problems faced by small, rural 

schools including limited academic preparation and expectations and even a lack 

of college-going culture in some commumities.  Some parents even discourage 

college preparation because they want their children to remain in the 

community after high school rather than going on to college (The College Board, 

2007).  

 To combat the lack of preparation that students in small rural schools 

often receive for rigorous courses and to build high expectations, the College 

Board recommends AP Vertical Teams.  The idea behind vertical teaming is that 
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the students will not enter their junior year in high school and suddenly be ready 

for advanced work.  The teachers at the middle school, high school, and the AP 

teachers in the same discipline form a team and work collaboratively to 

determine what skills will be necessary for students to be successful at the next 

level and to make sure that students have the opportunity to learn those skills 

before moving on to the next grade.  The College Board asserts that the vertical 

teams work so well at small schools because there is generally a small staff with 

only one or two feeder schools populating the high school.  With the smaller 

number of teachers involved it is easier to meet and and allign the curriculum 

from year to year  (The College Board, 2007). 

One school that has found positive results using vertical teaming is the 

Mary Walker School in Washington state.  Mary Walker had an enrollment of 

157 in the first year of its AP program.  Only 21 students participated in that first 

year.  With vertical teams in place, the school was able to expand its program by 

adding courses and increasing participation.  After five years, student 

participation had risen to 78 percent of the junior and senior classes.   Sandy 

(2007) reports that since beginning the AP program and expanding it through 

vertical teams the attitudes of community members towards college preparation 

have changed and there has been an outpouring of support for rigourous 

courses in the high school.    There has also been an increase in the number of 

students going on to college.  The Mary Walker school was a reciepent of several 
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grants by the College Board which made it possible to train teachers and set the 

vertical teams in motion (Sandy, 2007).  

Another suggestion by the College Board to help small schools build their 

programs and aid in vertical teaming is the PreAP program.  Although the College 

Board does not provide curriculum or expectations for PreAP courses, it does 

provide workshops, teambuilding institutes, and subject-specific training to help 

integrate PreAP courses into the vertical team.  There are also PreAP fellows 

grants available from the College Board to support training and vertical teaming 

in low-income or minority-dominant districts (The College Board, 2007).   

Other ideas to motivate students to either take AP or remain in the AP 

program that are offered by the College Board are student achievement awards 

and having AP and former AP students who have gone on to college speak to 

younger students (The College Board, 2007).  The awards programs show the 

students and the community that academic excellence is valued and rewarded.   

Bringing back successful former students to speak validates the work that these 

students have done and encourages younger students to push themselves to 

succeed.   

The College Board does acknowledge that despite the use of vertical 

teaming and PreAP, it is still difficult for the very small school to offer large 

numbers of AP courses.  In many cases such as physics, calculus, and chemistry, 

there is no local teacher available to meet the need.  In these instances online AP 
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courses may be a solution.  With online courses there is no minimum number of 

students required for a school to offer the course and the highly qualified 

teachers are provided by the company offering the online course (The College 

Board, 2007).  Companies such as Apex Learning Inc. have started selling online 

education packages to schools with the goal of making AP programs available to 

home schooled students and students in rural or isolated areas that may not 

otherwise have access to AP (Cook, 2000).   

It should be noted that, while the College Board publishes a pamphlet, 

Buliding Strong AP Programs At Small Rural Schools, the information included 

within the publication on vertical teaming, PreAP courses, student awards 

programs, and the avalibilty of grants, is the same information that it includes in 

its information that it provides for all schools regardless of size.  The information 

found at the College Board’s AP website for starting, sustaining, and funding AP 

programs does not differentiate between small and large schools.  In its 

promotional materials for small schools the College Board does give cases of 

small school success.  The case of Mary Walker that was discussed earlier in this 

chapter was included on the College Board website (Sandy, 2007).  Also in the 

2007 literature were stories from small schools in New Mexico and Maine.  The 

literature told stories of increased enrollment in AP and expansion of the 

programs in the schools, but the stories of Mary Walker, New Mexico, and Maine 

fail to discuss the percentage of students enrolled in AP who take the exam, the 
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percentage of students who pass the exam, or even the percentage of students 

who complete the course (Sandy, 2007; The College Board, 2007).  The College 

Board does release a report each year for each state detailing participation in AP 

for the previous year and showing growth from years prior to that, but the 

report is broken down in terms of total participation, total AP exams taken, total 

passing exams, exams taken by low income students, and exams taken by 

minority students (The College Board, 2007).  There is no  break down of the 

percentage of students participating in small schools and the percentage of 

students taking and passing the AP exam.   

2.12 Rationale for the Present Study 

 As the research cited in this chapter indicates, there is a strong advantage 

for students who take AP courses and even for those who are simply enrolled in 

schools where AP is offered.  The rigorous course of study provided by AP helps 

prepare students for the rigors of college work as well as providing them with a 

jump start on college credit if they pass the AP exam.  Even if a student is not 

enrolled in AP, they can benefit from the atmosphere of high expectation that is 

created in schools with AP programs and the mentorship of students who 

dedicate themselves to rigorous course work.  There is also an AP advantage in 

the area of college entrance.  Students who have AP courses on their high school 

transcripts are often given preference in college admissions, especially when 

there are a large number of qualified candidates.  This advantage has been 
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deemed to be so great that law suits have arisen to attempt to ensure that all 

students are given equal access to AP.   

 The research in this chapter also shows a decisive advantage for students 

who are enrolled in small schools.  Instances of violence, student misbehavior, 

and truancy are lower in small schools while the percentage of students 

participating in school activities is higher.  Time and again it has been shown that 

small schools either equal or surpass larger schools in student achievement and 

have higher graduation rates.   

 The term small school used to bring to mind the small, rural schoolhouse 

that has been so constant throughout the history of education in America.  

Presently, with the small schools movement in full swing, a small school could 

mean one of several schools housed in one building, a specialized charter school 

held in a commercial building in a city center, or small, freestanding schools 

scattered throughout urban and suburban areas, just to name a few of the 

possibilities.  While much of the research on small schools limits itself to the 

small school in remote, rural or poverty stricken areas when it comes to issues of 

curriculum, enrichment programs, and Advanced Placement, the proliferation of 

small schools across the country warrants more research on small schools of all 

varieties.  As both AP and a small school environment have been shown to be 

beneficial to student, it is incumbent upon educational researchers to identify 



79 
 

 

problems faced by all small schools in the area of AP offering and look to find 

solutions to expand equity to all students.  

 The present study examines the cases of two small, urban/suburban 

schools that have had success in offering AP to their students.  One is a well 

established program and the other is continuing to grow.  The situations of these 

schools are not like those of the small, rural, poverty-striken schools that have 

been favored by the research, but they have had to address and overcome  some 

of the same issues related to AP that many of these rural schools face.  The 

purpose of this study is to examine the strategies that these, small, 

urban/suburban high schools have used in the offering of their successful AP 

programs to help other small schools in the planning and implementing of their 

programs,  and to make suggestions for further research. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

3.1  Introduction 

 The first section of this chapter introduces the case study methodology 

and provides a justification for the use of a collective case study for this research.  

Subsequent subsections describe the approach that was used to explore the 

cases of two successful AP programs situated in small, urban/suburban schools.  

The second section describes the role of the researcher including personal 

background information to demarcate potential biases.  Section three describes 

the instrumentation utilized to conduct the study.  Section four describes the 

bounds of the study including the setting, choice of participants, necessary 

measures to obtain Internal Review Board approval and a description of the pilot 

study.  Section five describes instrumentation, section six explains data collection 

procedures, section seven discusses data analysis and the final section describes 

the steps taken to ensure reliability and validity. 

3.2 The Case Study 

Definition 

 The case study is “an exploration of a bounded system or a case (or 

multiple cases) over time through detailed, in-depth data collection involving 

multiple sources of information rich in context” (Creswell, 1998, p. 61).  Stake 

(1995) identifies case studies as either intrinsic; a case that requires study as a 
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result of its uniqueness, or instrumental; a case that is being used to illustrate 

issues.  The study may be of a single case or collective, multi-sited or within-site.  

As specific information is being sought in a case study, random sampling is not 

appropriate.  Cases must be selected through purposeful sampling to maximize 

the amount of information that can be gathered in the specific period of time 

that is available for the study (Creswell, 1998; Tellis, 1997). 

Validity and Reliability 

 As a result of purposeful sampling and the seemingly small number of 

participants involved in case studies, the case study as a methodology has been 

criticized for not wielding results that are generalizable across a wide population 

(Tellis, 1997; Berg, 2004).  Yin (1984) has countered this criticizism by pointing 

out the difference between analytic generalization and statistical generalization.  

Yin states, “In analytic generalization, previously developed theory is used as a 

template against which to compare the empirical results of the case study” 

(1984).  Yin also points out that the term sample is misused when referring to 

case studies.  The terminology of small sample size when related to case studies 

implies that only one or two respondents were utilized in a study rather than 

one or more complete, bounded systems. 

 Along with generalizability, accuracy is also an issue in the case study.  

Triangulation is used to ensure validity and may be done in several ways.  Four 

types of triangulation are identified by Denzin (1984): 
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1. Data source triangulation, when the researcher looks for the data to 

remain the same in different contexts 

2. Investigator triangulation, when several investigators examine the 

same phenomenon 

3. Theory triangulation, when investigators with different points of view 

examine the same results 

4. Methodological triangulation, when one approach is followed by 

another to increase confidence in the interpretation. 

Data Sources 

Yin (1984; 1994) also identifies the use of multiple sources of data in case 

studies as a means of establishing validity.  Six sources of data collection:  

documentation, archival records, interviews, direct observation, participant 

observation, and physical artifacts are discussed by Yin (1994) (See table). 

    Types of Evidence 

Source of 
Evidence 

Strengths Weaknesses 

Documentation  stable - repeated 
review  

 unobtrusive - exist 
prior to case study  

 exact - names etc.  
 broad coverage - 

extended time span  

 retrievability - difficult  
 biased selectivity  
 reporting bias - 

reflects author bias  
 access - may be 

blocked  

Archival Records  Same as above   Same as above  
 privacy might inhibit 
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 precise and quantitative  access  

Interviews  targeted - focuses on 
case study topic  

 insightful - provides 
perceived causal 
inferences  

 bias due to poor 
questions  

 response bias  
 incomplete 

recollection  
 reflexivity - 

interviewee expresses 
what interviewer 
wants to hear  

Direct 
Observation 

 reality - covers events in 
real time  

 contextual - covers 
event context  

 time-consuming  
 selectivity - might miss 

facts  
 reflexivity - observer's 

presence might cause 
change  

 cost - observers need 
time  

Participant 
Observation 

 Same as above  
 insightful into 

interpersonal behavior  

 Same as above  
 bias due to 

investigator's actions  

Physical 
Artifacts 

 insightful into cultural 
features  

 insightful into technical 
operations  

 selectivity  
 availability  

       (Yin, 1994, p. 80) 

The current study uses interviews and participant observation in the form of 

open-ended questions on questionnaires to record the participants observations 

of their programs.   
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The development and following of a case study protocol is recommended 

by Yin (1984).  He suggests the following steps: 

1.  Design the case study protocol 

a. Determine the required skills 

b. Develop and review the protocol 

2.  Conduct the case study 

a. Prepare for data collection 

b. Distribute questionnaire 

c. Conduct interviews 

3.  Analyze case study evidence 

a. Analytic strategy 

4. Develop conclusions, recommendations, and implications based on 

the evidence (Yin, 1984 qtd. in Tellis, 1997, p. 3). 

According to Yin (1994), the case study protocol is not just the instrument of the 

study, but the development of the rules and proceedures to be used will 

enhance the validity of the study. 

The protocol designed for the current study develops a multi-site, 

collective case study.  As the goal of the study is to look at the practices of two 

successful AP programs to determine why they have succeeded where others 

have failed, this is an intrinsic study.  The data collection methods and methods 

of analysis will be described in sections 3.6 and 3.7. 
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3.3  The Role of the Researcher 

Background 

The majority of my teaching experience took place in a large, urban 

school with a diverse population and large classes.  The Advanced Placement 

(AP) program in this school was widespread and the students had a large choice 

of courses to take.  Many of the students were taking four or even five AP 

courses by their senior year.  As freshmen and sophomores, students were 

prepared for the Advanced Placement courses by a wide selection of honors 

courses and those juniors and seniors who did not wish to prepare for the AP 

exam could choose from an equally wide range of honors courses to continue to 

challenge themselves for the remainder of their high school careers.  I was not a 

teacher in the AP program at this high school, but as a teacher in the honors 

program I worked closely with the AP teachers to prepare my students for the 

rigors of the AP program. 

After moving to a small, suburban school I was asked to teach in the 

school’s AP program. My administrators sent me, as well as the other AP 

teachers in our high school, to as many training sessions as possible before the 

school year started.  One of the first things I noticed about the teachers 

attending the training sessions was that the majority of them came from schools 

similar to my previous high school.  They were very large, urban or suburban 

schools offering many different AP courses in each of their departments.  Most 
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of the schools had individual AP coordinators in each department and many had 

summer programs for students who were enrolled in AP in the fall.  The training 

sessions were useful to me in terms of choosing materials and outlining the 

courses; however, because of the vast difference between my small school that 

offered only four AP courses and had small, homogenous classes of four to 

fourteen students, and the instructors and other participants who came from 

schools offering up to fifty sections of AP in twenty-five or more different 

courses with diverse classes of thirty to fifty, the session offered little for me in 

terms of actually teaching the course.  Many of the activities that were 

presented were designed for large classes and were difficult to modify for a small 

group.  I also discovered as I began to teach my AP courses that the lack of 

diversity among my students and my smaller class sizes greatly limited me in 

terms of what types of activities I could do and that discussions were generally 

short and lackluster.  I consulted with AP teachers from my previous school only 

to find that they had little advice to offer.  Other teachers in my school were 

experiencing the same problems as I was in engaging their students, getting the 

students to take the course seriously, and motivating students to produce the 

level of quality work that AP courses require.  Additionally, despite the efforts of 

all of the teachers, very few students who took the AP exams achieved passing 

scores.  After doing some background research about AP programs in small 

schools I found that the majority of the research that has been done focused 
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primarily on poor, rural, small schools.  The small, rural schools do share some of 

the difficulties of the middle class to upper-middle class suburban school but, the 

differences in their populations and resources make the same solutions to all 

problems impractical.  My background and experiences with AP in different 

settings will inevitably create some bias.  I have attempted to minimize this bias 

through the use of a case study design to provide verification through the rich, 

thick description elicited through written and verbal open-ended responses, 

member checking, and peer review. 

Data Collection 

The collection of data in this study utilizes a questionnaire with open-

ened questions and group and individual interviews.  Teachers of multiple levels 

of experience and administrators are being utilized to provide a balanced view of 

the schools’ AP environment.  As human subjects are being used in this study, 

ethical considerations to protect the participants are of the utmost concern.  

Fraenkel and Wallen (2003) state that 

the most important ethical consideration of all, it is a  

fundamental responsibility of every researcher to do all   

 in his or her power to ensure that participants in a research   

study are protected from physical or psychological harm,    

discomfort, or danger that may arise due to research procedures  (58).   
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Every attempt was made in the collection of the data for this study to be as 

nonintrusive as possible in the lives of the teachers and the administrators.  

Surveys employed in this study were voluntary for both teachers and 

administrators, and both had the option of choosing not to answer any question 

they were not comfortable with.  Interviews, as well, were voluntary and 

teachers and administrators. Participants had the opportunity to refuse to 

answer questions or to stop the interview at any time.  Appropriate steps were 

taken to gain permission for the study from the Internal Review Board as well as 

from the proper authorities at the school district and school site. 

  Data was stored securely to ensure confidentiality and administrators 

and teachers were given the opportunity to withdraw from the study at any 

time.  Throughout the course of data collection I maintained communication 

with school administration to keep them abreast of my activities. 

3.4  Instrumentation 

 The instruments chosen for this study include an open-ended 

questionnaire and focus group and individual interviews.  Open-ended questions 

were written and tested on a small group of teacher volunteers to measure 

Fowler’s four practical standards: 

1.  Is this a question that can be asked exactly the way it is written? 

2. Is this a question that will mean the same thing to everyone?  

3. Is this a question that people can answer? 
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4. Is this a question that people will be willing to answer, given the data-

collection procedures? (Fowler, 2003). 

Interview questions were drawn from the answers to the questionnaires to 

gather greater details about the programs as the teachers and administrators 

view them.   

3.5  Bounds of the Study 

Setting 

The study took place at two high schools in the Southwest.  The first 

participating school is a charter school established in 1998.  It houses 527 

students in grades 5 – 12.  64 percent of the student population is white, 19 

percent Hispanic, 12 percent Asian, and 3 percent black.  The school has no 

measurable percentage of students on free or reduced lunch and no English 

language learners.  The school offers fourteen advanced placement courses and 

students are required to enroll in at least one course as a graduation 

requirement.   

The second school is a private high school in a Southwestern city.  It was 

established in 2000 and has 475 students.  82 percent of the students are white, 

15 percent Hispanic, and 2 percent black.  The school offers six AP courses. 

Selection of Participants 

 The participants in this study are current or previous AP teachers and 

administrators in schools with an enrollment of fewer than 600 which offer 
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successful AP programs.  As the schools for the study were chosen for the 

composition and longevity of their programs, teachers’ AP teaching experience 

must be in their current school.  

 The target population of this study is the AP teacher or administrator, in 

an urban/suburban setting, in a high school with a population with fewer than 

600 students.  The school must have an AP program that has been offered for a 

minimum of five years with AP courses offered in at least three core subject 

areas.  The first step in selecting participants was to identify high schools 

meeting the criteria.  Initially Three high schools were identified.  An email was 

drafted and sent to the appropriate administrators and gatekeepers of these 

schools and districts delineating the purpose of the study and the methodology 

that would be utilized in collecting data (Appendix 1C).  Two of the three schools 

agreed to participate with the stipulation that district administrators be given 

access to data collection tools for approval prior to them being distributed to 

teachers.  Building administration was given copies of surveys and interview 

questions as well as informed consent forms (Appendices 2G, 2H, and 3C).  These 

were approved by administration and permission to distribute them to the 

teachers was given. 

  I contacted individual teachers in the high schools to describe the study 

and ask for their participation.  All of the current AP teachers in each of the 

schools agreed to participate.  Each of the teachers were given a copy of the 
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survey and a consent form to sign (Appendices 2G and 3C).  I informed them that 

I would be contacting them at a later date to schedule an interview.  I also 

discussed the voluntary nature of the study and let them know that they could 

choose to withdraw at any time. 

Pilot Study 

The pilot study was conducted to look closer at the problems of advanced 

placement in the urban and suburban small school.  This was necessary to help 

define research questions that would be appropriate to the urban/suburban 

setting as previous research is lacking in this area. 

The participants in the pilot study were students and teachers from a 

Southwestern high school with an enrollment of fewer than 200.  The 

participants were students either currently enrolled in AP courses previously 

enrolled in AP courses in the school, and teachers either currently teaching AP 

courses had previously taught AP or preAP courses in the school.  The students 

may or may not have completed the course(s) or taken the AP exam at the end 

of the course.  They were chosen solely for their participation in the AP program. 

 The following research questions were the focus of the pilot study:  

Question 1    Regarding the logistical concerns of AP programs in small 

school settings:  What are the issues of scheduling and staffing AP courses in 

small schools and how have these issues been addressed? 
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 Question 2  Regarding the experience of students enrolled in AP courses 

in small schools:  What are students’ attitudes towards scheduling, class size, 

class composition, class diversity and preparation for AP courses and AP exams?  

How, if at all, do these attitudes affect student performance in courses and on 

exams? 

 Question 3  Regarding the experience of teachers instructing AP courses 

in small schools:  What are teachers’ concerns regarding scheduling, class size, 

class composition, class diversity, student attitudes towards AP, and professional 

development and resources for AP courses?  How, if at all, do these concerns 

affect their teaching of AP courses or the effectiveness of AP courses for their 

students? 

 The results of the pilot study showed that students who are in the unique 

position of finding themselves in a small school that offers AP recognize the 

advantages they have of smaller class sizes, fewer distractions, and more teacher 

attention.  These students also have the potential advantage of the preparation 

for college and the possibility of college credit that AP courses can offer them; 

however, they are not receiving the full potential of this advantage.  Students 

enter the AP courses unprepared for the work that is expected of them and they 

are not open to all of the ideas put forth the in the AP classroom.  This leaves 

them with superficial knowledge that is not sufficient for a passing score on the 

AP exam. 
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 Teachers who teach AP courses in small schools have the daunting task of 

preparing students for the AP exam with few resources provided by their schools 

and face resistance from students and parents to advanced level work.  While 

they may receive ample professional development through their district or 

programs that have been set up the College Board and other private entities, the 

problems of scheduling, course offerings, and limited resources restrict the 

advantages that they can provide for their students. 

 The results of this study are limited as they involve only one school with 

unique circumstances, however; they help define the situation in small schools 

and augment the findings of previous research on small, rural schools.  These 

results created a focus for research questions to direct towards small schools 

that have had success in building strong programs.  Small, public schools meeting 

the criteria for as successful program were difficult to find, so private and charter 

schools were used. 

3.6  Collection of Data 

 Data collection began with the distribution of surveys to teachers and 

administrators.  Participants were given a week to complete the surveys and turn 

them in to a collection spot in their school in sealed envelopes to remain 

anonymous.  After the surveys were unsealed responses to the open-ended 

questions were coded.  Interview questions were then refined to explore the 

trends that emerged in the surveys more closely.   
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 Individual and group interviews were scheduled at the convenience of 

the teachers.  The teachers from school one chose to complete their interviews 

in a focus group at one time.  Teachers from school two were interviewed 

individually after school hours.  Administrators were interviewed by phone. 

Teacher interviews were open-ended but were guided in the beginning with the 

following questions: 

1. How do you and other teachers ensure that your students are 

prepared for the rigor of AP courses? 

2. Was the AP training you received geared towards larger classes?  

If so, how have you modified that training to suit the smaller 

classes that you teach? 

3. What have been the greatest challenges you have faced teaching 

an AP class in a small school environment?  How have you dealt 

with those challenges? 

4. How do you think the small school environment affects the 

learning of your students? 

Administrators’ interviews were more structured, however; administrators were 

given the opportunity to tell the stories of their schools’ AP programs in their 

own words.  Administrators’ interviews were guided by the following questions: 

1.   Describe the AP training teachers in your school receive prior 

                          to teaching AP courses? 
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2.  Is training provided by the school or district or do teachers              

      seek out their own training? 

3. How do you ensure that your teachers have adequate planning 

time? 

4. Is there a separate budget for AP materials or are they purchased 

out of department funds?  Approximately how much of the 

budget is spent on AP? 

5. How are issues of scheduling AP courses dealt with in your 

building? 

6. Describe your students’ preparation for the AP program. 

7. Describe the attitudes you students in your school express 

towards the rigors of the AP program. 

8. Describe the attitudes and support of parents to the AP program. 

During the course of the interviews both administrators and teachers shared 

detailed stories of their experiences and additional questions were asked for 

clarification purposes as necessary. 

3.7  Data Analysis 

 Merriman (1998) states that “there is no standard format for reporting 

case study research” (p. 193).  The  format of the report wil ultimately depend 

upon the case or cases being studied and form of data analysis being utilized.  
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Stake (1995) does, however; suggest an outline to follow in shaping the 

narrative: 

1.  Open with a vignette to help the reader get a feel for the setting 

2. Identify the issues, the purpose, and method of the study 

3. Provide and extensive description of the case and its context 

4. Present the issues 

5. Probe some of the issues further 

6. Presentation of assertions 

7. Close with a vignette 

Each of the cases presented in this study will follow the general outline 

suggested by Stake (1995) with modifications as fits each study. 

 The analysis of the data is holistic with an analysis of the themes and 

assertions about each case.  After an analysis of each case is presented there is a 

cross-case analysis of themes between each case (Creswell, 1998).  

3.8  Reliability and Validity 

 To ensure reliability and validity of data, triangulation and peer review 

were utilized.  The use of multiple instruments; open-ended written questions, 

and interviews were used to triangulate data.  Additionally, throughout the 

process of the study, data analysis, and data interpretation peer debriefing 

sessions were held with another doctoral candidate in Teaching and Teacher 

Education to provide input on the research process.   
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 It is important to note that the data collected in this study is based on the 

perceptions of the participants as to the successful components of their 

individual programs.  The researcher is basing conclusions on the statements of 

the participants with the assumption that they were being truthful and accurate 

in their statements. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE CASE OF CENTER CHARTER SCHOOL 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 It is early on a Monday morning, and while many other students across 

the city are still curled up in their beds, several students from Center charter 

school are walking through the school doors on their way to meet with their 

teachers.  The school’s director is also there greeting the students as they come 

through the doors.  Some will receive a cheerful “Good morning,” while others 

will receive pointed questions about their homework and the status of its 

completion.  The director has been made aware by her teachers of which 

students are falling behind and her daily greetings are both an encouragement 

to stay on top of things and a reminder that she is both aware of and concerned 

about their status. 

 The students continue on to their lockers, stopping briefly to speak with 

friends then it is off to their classrooms to discuss various subjects with their 

teachers. They may be in need of assistance with an assignment, desire more 

discussion about a specific topic, or be looking for feedback on work they have 

already completed.  Regardless of the particular need of each student they can 

be certain about one thing; their teachers will be there to give them whatever 

help it is they are looking for.  If the students are unable to be on campus before 

school, or the teacher they are wishing to work with has a large number of 



99 
 

 

students in the morning, they can be rest assured that there will be 

opportunities at lunch or after school to have their needs or concerns addressed. 

 The issue of teacher and administrator support is important in any school 

setting, but at Center Charter School it is even more vital as the graduation 

requirements for Center oblige all of the students to take and pass a minimum of 

eight Advanced Placement courses as well as taking no less than six Advanced 

Placement exams.   Center Charter School was chosen as a participant in the 

current study as a result of its commitment to and success with its Advanced 

Placement program despite its small size.   

4.2 Description of the case and its context 

 Center Charter School is located in an urban community in the 

Southwestern part of the United States that is home to about one million 

residents.  The community is a university city that is also home to medical, 

military, professional, and technological industries.  Due to the city’s proximity to 

the Mexican border there is a significant influence of Mexican culture and a large 

number of Hispanic students in the school system. 

 The student body of Center is comprised of 57 percent male and 43 

percent female students in the current (2008/2009) school year.  The school 

reports its racial composition as 69 percent Caucasian, 13 percent Asian, 15 

percent Hispanic, and 3 percent African American.  The school houses 531 

students in grades five through twelve with 127 high school students.  In the 
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current school year there are 25 members of the senior class.  The school is 

located near the center of the city and serves students from each of the metro 

area’s 30-plus zip codes.  Students who come to Center are not chosen as a 

result of grades or test scores.  All students who wish to enroll in Center are 

welcome to do so with the understanding that they will be receiving their 

education from a school with a rigorous and demanding curriculum and that 

they must have the desire to be challenged academically and be willing to make 

the sacrifices that come with that challenge.  

 In the 2007/2008 school year, 100 percent of Center seniors took SAT and 

100 percent took AP exams. The average number of AP exams taken by each 

student was 6.9.  The 2007/2008 senior class also produced three National Merit 

Semifinalists, three National Merit Finalists, and two National Merit Scholars.  

Interestingly enough, the senior year at Center is optional.  Students who choose 

to stay and complete four additional courses during their senior year will 

graduate with honors and those who complete a Senior Research Project in 

addition to the courses will graduate with high honors.  The courses and project 

completed in the senior year are designed to help students be successful in 

college by teaching research and lab skills along with time management.  The 

research project involves an internship of the students’ choosing and may be 

completed anywhere in the country or the world. Several of Center’s seniors 

have completed their projects abroad.  
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 Center currently employs thirty full and part-time teachers.  As a charter 

school, Center is not obliged to hire state-certified teachers and the majority of 

its teachers do not hold state certification.  The school, instead, looks to hire 

faculty that hold graduate degrees in the field in which they teach.  In the 

current school year 10 percent of the faculty holds a PhD, 72 percent hold an 

M.A. and 8 percent hold either a B.A. or B.S.  A teacher must be willing and able 

to teach AP to be considered for hire at Center. 

 Perhaps the most unique feature of Center is its emphasis on Advanced 

Placement.  Center believes that the academic rigor and expectations of the AP 

curriculum provide college preparation for all of its students which is a major 

goal of the school.  Graduation requirements include no less than eight AP 

courses for each student and six AP exams.  The results of the AP exams are 

factored into the final grade for the AP course for which it was taken.  As the 

exams are a requirement, the school pays for all of the students’ AP tests 

assuring equal access for all students who wish to come to the school.  The 

current fee for each exam is 86 dollars (The College Board, 2008). 

 The Center Middle School is instrumental in preparing its students for the 

AP curriculum of the high school.  While AP courses are taught exclusively in the 

high school, the skills, discipline, and commitment necessary for AP success are 

emphasized at the middle school level.  As eighth graders, Center Middle School 

students are able to petition to take freshman level AP courses at the high 
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school. This commitment has led to a high number of ninth graders taking the AP 

exams. In the 2007/2008 school year 39 percent of the ninety-eight students 

who took AP exams at Center were freshmen. Preparation and commitment to 

AP can also be seen in the AP exam scores.  75 percent of students taking exams 

in 2007/2008 scored a 3 or higher.  The AP exam is scored on a scale of 1 -5 with 

a 3 considered passing by a majority of colleges and universities accepting AP 

scores for credit (The College Board, 2008).  The senior class of 2008 achieved 

and Equity Excellence Ratio of 100 percent.  The Equity Excellence Ratio reflects 

the number of students scoring a 3 or higher on at least one exam. 

Table 4.1 

Center’s Graduation Requirements 

English History Fine 

Arts 

Math Science Foreign 

Language 

Optional 

Senior 

Year 

Writing 

and 

critical 

analysis 

AP World 

History 

Fine 

Arts I 

 

Pre-

Calculus 

Honors 

Physics 

Foreign 

Language 

I 

Humanities 

Honors 

Literature 

AP 

European 

History 

Fine 

Arts II 

Calculus Honors 

Biology 

Foreign 

Language 

II 

Science 
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AP 

English 

Literature 

AP US 

History 

Sports AP BC 

Calculus 

or AP AB 

Calculus 

Honors 

Chemistry 

Foreign 

Language 

III or AP 

Math 

AP 

English  

Language 

   Science 

AP I 

 Foreign 

Language 

 

4.3 The Issues 

Teacher commitment to students 

 The teachers at Center High School are exceedingly committed to the 

success of their students and their success in Advanced Placement.  While they 

are required to hold regular office hours to allow students to come in for help, 

none of the experienced AP teachers hold themselves to just those hours.  The 

teachers in the AP focus group discussed meeting with students at any time the 

students were able to come see them.  The time before school and after school 

is always busy with students who are looking for additional help or discussion 

and the teachers are almost always willing to have working lunches with 

students to meet their needs.  In addition to the extra meeting times the 

teachers offer their students, the school has built in an academic support time 

for struggling students.  This time is more structured than drop-in meetings.  
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Students who participate in academic support must check in with all of the 

teachers of classes they need assistance in, and they must meet with the 

principle to discuss the progress they are making.   

While time given to students is a large factor in student success, the 

involvement of the teachers with their students is also a major aspect.  Because 

the school is so small, the teachers really get to know their students and can tell 

when they are not understanding or not working to their potential.  Teachers 

work together to help students who are struggling in multiple classes.  The 

school director gets involved as well talking with students about their classes and 

their grades as she greets them in the mornings, passes them in the halls, or sees 

them at lunch.  The teachers and administrators believe that all of the students 

know that they are highly invested in the success of each and every student 

making the atmosphere one of support and cooperation.    

Preparation for AP 

Preparation for Advanced Placement at Center comes in many forms.  As 

a charter school, Center has more flexibility than public schools in the students it 

takes in, and students have the option of not attending Center if they find that 

the work is too difficult or requires more time and commitment than they are 

willing to put in.  Prior to enrolling students, parents are made clearly aware of 

the expectations that the school has for both them and their children.  There is 

an orientation for parents and students when they first enroll in the fifth grade, 



105 
 

 

and special informational sessions are held for students who enroll after the fifth 

grade.  As these expectations are clearly spelled out from the beginning, the 

school can count on parent support of the AP program.  Those who are not 

willing to provide that support will enroll their children in a different school.  The 

school in turn offers the parents assurances that they will do everything they can 

to make the students successful.  The director tells parents that if the students 

are given the time and encouragement at home to do the work, the school will 

do the rest.  The school does not refuse students as a result of prior grades or 

test scores.  Students who find themselves not living up to the expectations put 

before them will be put on academic probation and given the extra support they 

need to succeed, or they will remove themselves from the school.  As a result, 

the ninth grade classes are often smaller than the eighth grade classes. 

The ability to start early preparing students for AP is also a great 

advantage that Center has.  Students begin preparation for high-stakes testing 

early.  They must pass comprehensive exams at the end of the sixth grade in 

order to be promoted.  Even without the comprehensive exam in other grades, 

there is no social promotion making it imperative that all students are diligent in 

their studies. AP preparation courses are required in the eighth grade year and 

they are taught by the AP teachers that teach the high school courses.  The 

students are not just receiving an idea of the expectations that they will be 
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facing, but the actual demands of the teachers they will be working with when 

they enter the high school. 

Teachers discussed the middle school preparation that their students 

receive as key to the success of the AP program and the school.  Students have 

already been exposed to high-stakes exams, AP expectations, and they are used 

to academic rigor.  The environment creates a culture that encourages students 

to support each other, be comfortable asking questions of their teachers, and 

maintain their maturity when subject matter becomes more advanced.    

Scheduling and course selection 

 As Advanced Placement is a requirement for all students at Center, there 

is no trouble filling up the AP classes.  Class sizes range from the mid-teens to the 

mid-twenties depending on the number of students in each grade.  The design of 

the school curriculum places the focus on AP and the master schedule is built 

around those courses.  Many of the electives offered at Center are AP courses as 

well so there is no choice to make between taking electives and AP. To further 

make scheduling conflict minimal, electives are offered before and after school. 

 Although a minimum number of AP courses are required, students do 

have some leeway in the choice of which AP courses they take. Foreign language 

is offered as both a general and an AP course.  There are also general elective 

courses that may be selected. In the case of foreign language, teachers will have 

one course that is geared towards the AP exam and one that is not. 
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Table 4.2 

Issues of a Successful AP Program 

Commitment and buy-in of the teachers and students 

 

Preparation of the students for a rigorous  course of study 

 

Scheduling and course selection 

 

 

4.4 The Success of Center 

Quality Teachers 

The teachers of Center believe that the options that they have as a 

Charter school as well as the differences in the way that the school prioritizes are 

major reasons for the school’s success.  The ability that they have to hire non-

licensed teachers who have graduate degrees in their field rather than education 

is one way in which the teachers feel Center has an advantage.  The depth of the 

AP curriculum requires a profound knowledge of the subject matter in addition 

to the ability to disseminate the information.  Center’s preference for graduate 

degrees in the academic field being taught ensures that the teachers have the 

knowledge base to provide students with an expert level of information about 

the material being taught.  The teachers are provided training in the teaching of 
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AP, usually in the form of week-long sessions put on by the College Board and 

many of the teachers have experience in teaching at the college level.  The 

presence of former college professors on the staff not only enriches the quality 

of information being taught in the classes, it aides in Center’s mission of 

preparing students for college by giving them a realistic taste of college 

expectations by those whose job it has been to enforce those expectations. 

Along with the ability to hire teachers of their choice without the 

restrictions of state licensing, Center has the ability to prioritize its budget 

differently than many public schools.  Often public schools are limited in the 

amount of money that they have to pay teacher salaries by the state or district 

they are in.  Center has the ability to attract and pay teachers with advanced 

degrees because it has control over its own budget. 

Center Middle School 

The teachers of Center talk at length about the middle school preparation 

for AP at the high school as a key reason for the success of the program. Since 

few of Center’s students come to them after the fifth grade year, they are able 

to offer extensive groundwork for the skills that will be necessary to be 

successful at the high school.  The middle school teachers are familiar with the 

high school curriculum and what will be expected of their students  when they 

reach the high school and spend a great deal of time preparing them for those 

expectations. Additionally, the middle school and the high school teachers get 
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together to discuss curriculum, required skills, and expectations.  This is a great 

advantage for the teachers and students because the middle school teachers are 

fully aware of what their students will need to know, and the high school 

teachers are informed of what material their students have covered, where they 

may need more help or practice, and what types of instruction have been the 

most effective with their students. 

A requirement for all students is to take a preparation course in each 

core subject before they take the actual AP course.  For example, in the case of 

World History, students will take a preparation course on AP World History in 

the eighth grade, then they take the AP course as a ninth grader.  The eighth 

grade course is taught by the high school AP teachers giving the students not 

only a very accurate explanation of what the course will be like, but also the 

opportunity to form a relationship with the teacher.  It is not unusual for high 

school teachers to teach courses in fifth and sixth grades as well. 

As discussed earlier, sixth grade students must pass comprehensive 

exams to be promoted.  The students are used to the necessity of learning the 

material in order to move forward.  Teachers and administrators found this to be 

helpful to students in two ways.  First, it gets the students used to the idea of the 

high-stakes test and puts them in the testing situation.  Unlike AP exams, 

students who fail their comprehensives may retake them for the opportunity to 

pass to the next grade.  Those who do not pass do not move on.  The teachers 
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say that by the time students reach them there is very little test anxiety as a 

result of their previous testing situations. 

A second benefit of the comprehensive testing and of the middle school 

preparation is that students can decide before they reach high school if Center is 

really where they want to be.  One topic discussed by the teachers was the 

shrinking class size between the eighth and ninth grades.  The students become 

aware of the amount of dedication they will have to put into their high school 

courses and may decide that the rigorous curriculum is not for them.  This allows 

the students to pursue other options before potentially getting in over their 

heads in high school.  It was strongly noted however, that students who leave 

the school are not looked down upon in any way and that everyone wishes them 

the best in their future education.  Also, any student who leaves the school in 

good standing is welcome to come back at any time.  Teachers noted that 

several students had returned because they found that their new schools were 

not challenging enough. 

 With the requirement of eight AP courses, the students do not have the 

option of taking remedial or even general level courses to match lower ability 

levels.  Center does not exclude students for lack of ability, but does not alter the 

AP curriculum to meet the needs of lower level students. In the middle school, 

the ability of students can be assessed early on and addressed to provide them 

with the intervention that they need to make it possible to succeed at higher 
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levels.   The students also have the ablility to assess for themselves, once again, 

whether they should stay at Center or if they would be better served at another 

school.  For those who do stay on, they also have the advantage of seeing the 

same teachers year after year who understand their special needs and who 

know how to work with them the best to help them be successful. 

The Small School Advantage 

During the interviews, one teacher recalled her experiences as a student 

in a large high school AP program.  Although the College Board discourages 

discrimination by ability in AP courses, this teacher discussed the large high 

school program as one that “weeded out” the lower level students and kept only 

the best and brightest. The issue in this for her was that the AP program became 

like a small school within the larger school and many AP students went through 

the entire four years of high school without ever having contact with students 

outside of AP.  The advantage that she pointed out with Center is that students 

who come to the school and take the AP courses are not necessarily the students 

with the highest ability.  These students are motivated either by themselves or 

by their parents to do well.  In a larger school, these students may be excluded 

from the AP program because they require more help or because their previous 

grades and test scores are not among the best in the school.  Through Center, 

they get opportunities that they may not get in a larger school.  The teachers 

discuss the fact that while the students may not receive the highest grades, they 



112 
 

 

come away with a greater depth of knowledge of the subject than they would 

have in a general education course and they form a solid work ethic that will 

help them in college and in life. 

The advantages that come along with small schools of any type are 

magnified at Center because of their unique design and curriculum.  In many 

small schools the students will have the same teachers year after year and form 

solid relationships. The particular advantage for the students of Center is that 

these in relationships both teacher and student are fully committed to the 

students’ success in a particularly rigorous course of study.  There are no options 

for the student to move to a less difficult class if they fall behind or have 

difficulty with the material.  The students make the time and effort to go to their 

teachers to help them find a way to be successful and they know that the 

teachers will do everything they can to help them realize that success.  The 

community aspect of Center is particularly strong because each and every 

student is working towards accomplishing the same goal. 

The teachers as well form a small, close-knit community.  One of the 

teachers commented that he had never worked with a group of people that he 

enjoyed spending time with outside of work until he came to Center. The 

relationships between the teachers are important because each teacher does 

not just concern themselves with the success of their own students, in any given 

year.  For them student success is a collective effort and they support each other 
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as strongly as they support the students.  One theme that came up in the 

interviews several times was the issue of teacher buy-in.  The teachers are all 

committed to the AP program built by the school and as a result they are 

committed to helping one another be successful in their classrooms.  When the 

students’ AP exam scores come out, each teacher knows how every other 

teacher’s students did as well as their own.  This could be quite intimidating for 

some teachers, but the atmosphere that the teachers have created at Center 

make it a time to celebrate each other’s successes and look for ways to improve 

upon what they accomplished the previous year. 

Teachers said that one of their favorite things about the school is 

community atmosphere that is created among the students. While they do not 

have the extensive sports programs to rally around like many other high schools, 

the students come together in their desire for knowledge.  One teacher said that 

there is incredible school spirit driven by the fact that yes, the work is difficult 

and the time spent on it is greater than if they were in another school, but they 

are all in it together and take great pride in that fact.  There were many 

references to the support that students offer each other.  The school has an 

extensive peer tutoring program, but a great deal of the support simply comes 

from talking and the realization that they can go to a classmate with a question 

and know that help is there. 
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One particular word that came out during the discussion of the unified 

student body was “culture”.  The teachers emphasized that their students are 

normal teenagers with tendencies towards immaturity and goofing around just 

like any other student body, but the culture that the students along with 

teachers and administrators have fostered is one that knows when such 

behavior is acceptable and when it is time to be serious and work. All teachers 

admitted that they have days when the students are giggly or talkative and the 

work does not always get done as planned, but for the most part, the students 

want to learn and want to do well on the AP exam so they do not consider it 

appropriate to behave in a manner that disrupts other students’ ability to 

concentrate and learn.   A story was told about a girl that entered the school in 

her eighth grade year who had not come into the culture yet and she stood out 

and was singled out by other students because she did not have that serious 

attitude towards school.  In a large school, she could have found another group 

of students to hang out with who shared her attitudes and enrolled in classes 

that did not require as much effort, but in the small, academically intensive 

culture of Center her only choice was to fall in line with the other students and 

do what was expected of her.   

A major part of the culture that the teachers described is the inquitisive 

nature of the students and sheer desire for knowledge. From the fifth grade on 

these students have been in an environment where hard work and learning is 
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the business of the day and there is no shame in wanting to know more, or 

reading a book, or spending time after class discussing the day’s lesson with the 

teacher.  One teacher recounted a day in which he found a girl reading a book in 

his class instead of attending to the lecture being given.  When he saw that the 

book was Dante’s Inferno he asked what class it was for and was told that she 

was just reading it for fun.  The teacher chose to recount that particular story but 

told me that an incident like that is not uncommon. Once more, the student 

caught reading the classics in class for fun is not ostracized but admired.  In the 

large school environment this group of students would likely be contained in 

what the teacher earlier described as a small school within the larger school, or 

even more likely, this particular group of students would never have come 

together in the first place.  The unique program created by Center along with its 

small size allows the entire school to come together in an Advanced Placement 

culture and overcomes the problems many other small schools have in offering 

successful programs. 

4.5 Assertions 

 Although the situation of Center Charter School is unique and could not 

be replicated by most public or private schools of any size, there are many 

lessons to be learned from Center in the creation of a successful Advanced 

Placement program.  The first example is that the preparation is a key to the 

success of both the students and the program.  When the students are prepared 
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for what the courses have to offer and what the courses require of them, they 

will rise to challenge.  A second lesson from Center is that the buy-in of teachers 

to an AP program is necessary. When the teachers are committed to the 

program they will find ways to make it successful.  Additionally, small schools can 

take heart that while there are many obstacles to creating successful AP 

programs, there are also many ways that small schools can use their size to their 

advantage.  These ideas will be discussed at greater length in chapter 6. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE CASE OF NORTH MOUNTAIN 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 At first glance the classroom looks empty, but step in and you will see the 

AP Chemistry teacher working with one student at the lab near the back of the 

room. The scene appears to be one of a teacher giving assistance to a student 

who has fallen behind or who is in need of extra attention, but this student is not 

one who needs help outside of class; he is the class.  While many schools require 

a minimum number of students to run a course for the year, North Mountain has 

made a strong commitment to its Advanced Placement program and will run a 

course even if only one student has expressed interest.  

 There are many issues that small schools face in beginning and sustaining 

Advanced Placement programs.  Class size can be a major obstacle if a school 

does not have the resources available to justify a teacher serving a very small 

number of students for a class period when there are larger numbers of students 

she could be working with.  The benefits need to outweigh the costs.  At North 

Mountain, administrators, teachers, and parents have decided that the 

advantages of having AP courses open to any number of students who want to 

take them will pay off in the end.  Although small compared to the AP programs 

of area schools with larger populations, North Mountain maintains a successful 

program serving college-bound juniors and seniors.  The school was chosen as a 
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participant in this study because they offer AP courses in all four core academic 

areas and they have maintained this program for eight school years. 

5.2 Description of the Case and its Context 

 

 North Mountain High School is a private, parochial school situated in a 

suburban neighborhood on the edge of a metropolitan area in the Southwest 

United States.  The city is home to about one million people and is strongly 

influenced by Mexican culture as a result of its close proximity to the 

US/Mexican border.  The community is a university city that is also home to 

medical, military, professional, and technological industries. 

 The North Mountain campus is home to 490 students in the sixth through 

twelfth grades with 310 students in the high school.  The composition of the 

student body is 82 percent white, 15 percent Hispanic, 2 percent Black, and <1 

percent Asian/Pacific Islander.  90 percent of the students who attend North 

Mountain continue their education at a post-secondary institution. 

 North Mountain was founded in 2000 as a result of multiple families 

working together through a local Christian organization to begin a community 

school based in biblical principles and academic excellence.  College and career 

counseling, a comprehensive curriculum, interscholastic sports, and fine arts 

were all a part of the organizers’ vision.  During the organization process, a small, 

area Christian school made an offer to the North Mountain committee to acquire 

their school allowing the new school to move into a ready-made campus.  The 
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offer was accepted and North Mountain was born. In its eight years of existence, 

the school has earned accreditation through North Central Accreditation and has 

become a member of the Association of Christian Schools International.  

 Although the mission of the school is based in providing students with an 

education based in biblical principles, North Mountain has not skimped on 

academics.  It is a college preparatory institution that offers a rigorous 

curriculum.  Freshman and sophomore students have a range of general 

education and honors courses to choose from and juniors and seniors have the 

option of taking Advanced Placement courses in the core academic areas. 

Table 5.1 

North Mountain High School Curriculum 
 

Grade 9 Grade 10 Grade 11 Grade 12 

English 9 
or English 
9 honors 

English 10 or English 
10 honors 

English 11 or 
AP English 
Language/ 
Composition 

English 12 or AP 
English Literature/ 
Composition 

Algebra I, 
Geometry 
(honors), 
or Algebra 
II (honors) 

Algebra II (honors), 
Functions/Stats/Trig 
(honors),or 
Geometry (honors) 

Algebra II (honors), 
Functions/Stats/Trig 
(honors), or Pre 
Calculus 

Algebra II (honors), 
Functions/Stats/Trig 
(honors), or Pre 
Calculus 

World 
Geography 
(honors) 

World History 
(honors) 

US History or AP US 
History 

Government/ Free 
Enterprise or AP 
Government 

Biology 
(honors) 

Biology (honors), 
Chemistry (honors),  
or Physics 
Astronomy or 
Anatomy/Physiology 

Chemistry (or 
honors or AP), 
Physics, 
Anatomy/Physiology 

Chemistry (or 
honors or AP), 
Physics, 
Anatomy/Physiology 
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Spanish I Spanish I or II Spanish I, II, or III Spanish I, II, III, or IV 

Physical 
Education 
or Team 
Sports 

Physical Education 
or Team Sports 
 

Physical Education 
or Team Sports 

Physical Education 
or Team Sports 

Comp. 
Technology 
and Fine 
Arts 
Elective 

Two Semesters of 
Electives 

Two Semesters of 
Electives 

Two Semesters of 
Electives 

New 
Testament 
History 

Old Testament 
History and Thought 

Biblical Analysis and 
Christian Worldview 

Apologetics and 
Applied Christianity 

 

 In addition to its academic program, North Mountain students engage in 

wide variety of extracurricular activities including sports, clubs, and fine arts. 

Over 90 percent of the students are involved in one or more extracurricular 

activities.  Also, all students in grades nine through twelve engage in a minimum 

of eight hours of community service towards their Bible class requirement.  

North Mountain’s students enjoy all of the advantages of a comprehensive high 

school. 

5.3  The Issues 

Class size 

 The teachers of North Mountain have a great deal to say on the issue of 

class size.  A question about the size of their AP courses garners answers ranging 

from one student to twenty. The math and science courses tend to be smaller 

than the English and history, ranging from one to nine or ten instead of the eight 
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to twenty reported by their colleagues.  Teachers’ opinions regarding the effect 

of class size on the efficacy of AP courses is mixed.  The chemistry teacher, who 

in past years, has taught AP chemistry with one student jokes about the lack of 

variability in lab results, but illustrates an important point;  just as too many 

students in a class can have an adverse effect on how it is taught, too few can be 

just as detrimental.  

 While the teachers admit to enjoying their small classes, they point to the 

atmosphere that small numbers can create as a potential problem.  They feel 

that the smaller the class, the more casual it tends to become and it is much 

easier to get off task for both students and teachers.  This can become a major 

issue when dealing with the amount of material that is required to be covered in 

AP courses.  The need to be vigilant and monitor time on task is heightened 

when the class is smaller. 

 Despite the problems that come with smaller class sizes, the teachers 

believe that it is important to continue to run the AP courses regardless of their 

small numbers during some school years.  Along with the casual atmosphere of 

small classes comes an environment that is more open to student questions 

allowing the students to become more comfortable interacting with instructors.  

The teachers also saw the smaller classes as good settings to encourage peer 

tutoring as they are easier to monitor than large groups.    
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Teachers and administrators alike see the running of small AP classes, 

even those with only one student, as an example of the school’s commitment to 

the AP program.  Teachers are willing to accept some larger classes for the 

benefit of those few students who want the challenge of AP course. The 

administration is willing to put the resources into AP courses even if they are 

only serving a few students.  The payoff that all are hoping for is that by showing 

this commitment to the program it will grow over time.   

Student Preparation for Advanced Placement 

 Students who enter the AP program at North Mountain have been 

prepared for the rigor of the coursework.  While the school does not have a 

formal AP preparation program, students have the option in grades nine and ten 

of taking honors courses in the core curriculum to challenge themselves and 

begin to prepare for college level work.  The honors courses are taught by the AP 

teachers giving students a solid idea of the expectations of teacher and allowing 

a relationship to build between the teacher and the students who will most likely 

become their AP students in the future.  Honors courses are not a prerequisite 

for AP, but they are highly recommended as preparatory courses. 

 North Mountain is selective in the students who enter the AP program. 

Criteria to sign up for an AP course include a cumulative G.P.A. of 3.4 and an A in 

the AP subject the previous year.  Even if the students have not taken an honors 

course, they have demonstrated that they are willing to work hard. The teachers 
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are firm in following the AP criteria, but there is a process for those students 

who have not met the criteria but still wish to take an AP course to petition for 

admission.  Students who display the motivation necessary to succeed in the 

course and have a history of high quality work may be allowed to take AP 

courses at the discretion of the teachers. 

 In addition to academic preparation, there are extra steps taken at North 

Mountain to assure that both students and parents know what they are getting 

into before signing up.  Prior to registration there is an AP parent night to 

introduce parents to the curriculum and expectations of the AP courses.  This is 

particularly important at North Mountain because of the number of 

extracurricular activities that the students are involved in. Both students and 

parents are made aware of the commitment they are making when signing up 

for AP courses and are presented with the pros and cons.  One of the English 

teachers even goes a step further and has her senior AP students write letters at 

the end of the year explaining what they have experienced in AP.  These letters 

are presented to juniors on the first day of school to give them another 

opportunity to evaluate whether or not they wish to proceed before it gets too 

far into the year to change classes.  By the time the first assignments are issued, 

students know what is expected of them and can judge if they have the ability 

and the desire to rise to the challenge. 
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Homogeny and the AP classroom 

 One issue that is shared by many small schools is that of the homogenous 

student body.  It becomes an issue in the AP classroom because of the broad 

range of ideas and cultures that are part of the AP curriculum.  When the 

students do not have the diversity of experience or background to discuss these 

ideas at length the effectiveness of the course may suffer.  It is particularly an 

issue at North Mountain where the students are at the school because it 

espouses their home values making it less likely that there will be diversity in the 

classroom.  

 The teachers at North Mountain are aware of effects that lack of diversity 

can have on their classes and take steps to minimize them.  The mission of the 

school necessitates teaching from the standpoint of a Christian worldview, 

however, the honors and AP teachers spend a great deal of time teaching other 

worldviews as well and allowing for the free and open discussion of all ideas.  

The students are taught to read from various viewpoints and look at ideas 

through the eyes of others. The teachers say that their students do not come to 

them with different ideas and points of view, but they are able to discuss them 

openly. Even though the students have been raised with very similar values and 

ideas, the environment that the teachers create in their classrooms allows for 

differences of opinion without fear of reprisal from staff or students. 
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Table 5.2 

Issues of North Mountain’s successful program 

Commitment to the AP program by teachers and administration regardless of 
class size 

Student preparation and selective enrollment 

Dealing with homogeny 

 

5.4 The Success of North Mountain 

Commitment 

 As a private school, North Mountain has the ability to utilize its 

resources its resources with a freedom that many public schools do not have.  

Many schools would consider it too great of an immediate hardship to commit 

one teacher to one or two students for a period for an entire school year in spite 

of the potential long-term benefits that offering the course might have for the 

future of the program. North Mountain also had misgivings, but with teacher 

support they were able to take the risk.   It appears to be working.  The English 

and history courses have shown enough growth that new sections have been 

opened for the 2008/2009 school year.  AP math and science courses have not 

seen the same growth as their counterparts but enrollment is steadily rising.  The 

AP calculus teacher reported that he has twelve students in class this year as 

opposed to five in last year’s class.  
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 The teachers also have an incredible commitment to their students.  Any 

student who is in need of tutoring can count on the AP teachers to be available 

before or after school and even during lunch to help them out.  The AP chemistry 

teacher even offers Saturday sessions to help students with labs.   The 

commitment of the teachers is also evident when working with different sized 

classes. The teachers believe that anyone who is willing to put forth the effort to 

take an AP class deserves the best from them as well. The amount of work that 

goes into preparing for an AP course is great and each of the teachers prepares 

for their smallest classes, even if that class is just one student, as diligently as 

they would for a large class. 

 One of the duties that the AP teachers of North Mountain feel that they 

have is to create and maintain an atmosphere that is conducive to success in AP.  

With that in mind, they have set out to build an academic culture in which not 

just the expectations, but the rewards of AP are a goal for everyone in the 

program.  In creating this culture, the teachers want the students to come up 

through the high school with a solid work ethic and a clear understanding of 

what it will take for them to be successful in an advanced program, but they also 

want them to appreciate learning for the sake of knowledge and not just grades 

and test scores.  In the AP program the students have the ability to explore 

subject matter in deeper and more profound ways than in many of the general 

education classes.  The teachers work to instill a sense of awe in the students at 
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gaining knowledge for the sake of knowledge.  To that end the teachers work 

hard to develop creative lessons that do not just address the AP exam, but the 

intellectual growth of their students. 

Preparation and Selection 

 In its description of the AP program, the College Board discourages 

selection of students for AP classes based on grades and test scores (The College 

Board, 2002).  While North Mountain does not exclude any student who truly 

wishes to work hard and be a part of the program, they do not believe that AP is 

for everyone.  The criterion that has been created for admission to AP courses is 

based on the belief that students need a solid grounding in rigorous academic 

work in order to be successful in the program.  Those students who have taken 

honors courses and maintained a high G.P.A. have demonstrated that they can 

handle academics and have a better chance at being able be successful.   

The teachers are also aware of the many other commitments that their 

students have and work hard to counsel them on what will be the most 

beneficial for them.  Teachers discuss with students the need for them to 

balance their activities and prioritize academics, sports, etc.  One teacher talked 

about the stress level of her students getting so high that when she gave an 

assignment and its due date she could suddenly feel the tension rise in the room.  

On that occasion she chose to change her due date to accommodate the other 

assignments that many of her students already had due that day.   
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Unfortunately, even with a solid preparation and the support of the 

teachers some students struggle to live up to the standards that are required of 

an AP student.  The teachers stay committed to helping those students who have 

the desire to succeed, but those who have been given opportunities to work 

hard to improve and fail to make the effort are removed from the AP courses 

and placed back in general education classes. The teachers feel that removing 

the students who do not wish to put in the work gives them more time to help 

those who do. It is not considered a punishment, but a move that is in the best 

interest of both the student and the class.  

Homogeny and the creation of culture 

 In creating the culture of Advanced Placement at North Mountain, the 

teachers have also had to create a kind of culture of culture.  Particularly in the 

areas of science, history, and English, the subject matter that is introduced in AP 

is often different than the particular worldview of the students and can take 

them out of their comfort zones. For this reason, one of the teachers discussed, 

Christian schools often do not offer AP courses.  Instead of shying away from the 

different and controversial, North Mountain teachers have made openness to 

hearing and discussing different ideas part of the culture of the school and 

particularly the AP program.  In bringing multiple ideas and multiple worldviews 

into the classroom for discussion the homogeneity of the classroom is 

diminished and students achieve a deeper understanding of subject matter. 
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5.5  Assertions 

 North Mountain High School faces many of the challenges that other 

small schools face in the development of AP programs.  The largest problem for 

many schools is the small number of students enrolled in AP.  North Mountain 

has chosen to run courses, no matter how small, in their commitment to their AP 

program and its growth.  This strategy has proven successful as enrollment in the 

AP courses continues to grow.  The decision on whether to run an exclusionary 

program is also a difficult one for many schools.  In the case of North Mountain, 

the preparation that students received in the form of academic rigor and 

commitment was a defining factor in the decision to utilize academic 

requirements in the enrollment of students in the program.  North Mountain has 

also dealt with the issue of the homogenous classroom that is faced by many 

smaller schools by creating a culture that welcomes the open discussion of ideas 

that may or may not be part of the students’ system of values and beliefs.  These 

strategies have helped North Mountain grow a successful AP program over the 

past eight years.  These ideas, along with the work of Center High School will be 

discussed in greater detail in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

ANALYSIS OF THEMES AND CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS 

6.1 Introduction 

 The two cases presented in this research, Center Charter School, and 

North Mountain High School, differ in their missions, their philosophies, and 

their organization. One is one-hundred percent academically oriented and the 

other looks to care for its students spirits along with their minds.  One attempts 

to be all inclusive, the other sets strict criterion for admissions to higher level 

classes. One is narrow in focus while the other is comprehensive in the 

experiences that it offers its students.  Although on the surface these two 

schools look to have little in common, both have found ways, despite their small 

sizes, to offer successful Advanced Placement programs to their students. 

 Each of the cases presented offer unique strategies to making the AP 

program a success on its campus, but the two schools also share approaches that 

make their programs work.  The individual traits of the two schools will be 

discussed first followed by a discussion of the shared traits.  Conclusions and 

implications for further research will follow in chapter 7. 

6.2 The Unique Situation of Center High School 

 The ability that Center has to be exceedingly selective in its staff is a 

feature that few schools have. For Center, it is an integral piece of its success.  
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The AP curriculum requires students to gain a depth of knowledge about the 

subject matter that far surpasses that of the general education curriculum.  That 

knowledge then must be analyzed, evaluated, and synthesized into various 

products such as essays, lab reports, and projects.  The AP teacher who has only 

a general background in the subject matter must spend time studying the 

material to be able to present it to the students at the level required.  While it is 

not uncommon for teachers to have to learn new material on the job, the 

preparation and grading time required for AP courses is great and it is easy for a 

teacher to become bogged down in the struggle to learn the material themselves 

and prepare to teach it.  An overwhelmed teacher may not be the most effective 

teacher.  Center’s preference for teachers who have graduate degrees in the 

subject matter they teach is a way to ensure that the teachers are well prepared 

and can focus their attention solely on teaching. 

 The average school does not have the ability to be so selective in their 

hiring.  Public schools are bound to the hiring of teachers that have state 

certification and rarely do they have the budget to be competitive in hiring many 

teachers with advanced degrees.  The example set by Center can however offer 

some suggestions to smaller schools just starting their programs or even those 

who are attempting to maintain the program they have.  Teachers selected to 

teach AP courses should be experienced teachers who are comfortable in their 

subject matter.  The College Board offers subject and course specific training 
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that can help the experienced teacher effectively teach the material.  The 

teachers at Center, as do most teachers in smaller schools, teach four or five 

different preps a day.  Their experience with the subject matter gives them time 

focus on preparation and help students make the most of the AP experience. 

 While being selective in the staff it chooses, Center is all-inclusive in the 

students it allows to be in the AP program.   Center does not choose its students. 

All who wish to attend the school are welcome and therefore, welcome in the AP 

program.  The students who come to Center do so because they wish to have the 

academic preparation that the school offers, but they are not all students who 

were at the top of their class in their previous schools.  Center’s preparation 

programs focus on not just subject matter, but the skills that will be necessary to 

succeed in AP in the later grades.  These students may not get A’s and B’s in AP, 

but they come away with a great depth of knowledge and preparation for 

college that will be beneficial to them as they continue on in their education. 

One difficulty that many smaller schools have in building and sustaining 

their programs is filling seats in the AP classes.  For many, the words Advanced 

Placement means advanced students and those who are not at the top avoid AP 

classes or are counseled away from them.  The success of Center has proven that 

with the proper preparation, motivated students of all academic levels can 

succeed in the program.  By helping those students who do not necessarily have 

the highest grades but are highly motivated acquire the skills for success in 
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advanced classes, small schools can build programs to successfully serve a wide 

range of students. 

 

Table 6.1 

Strategies for Successful Programs 

Center Common Traits North Mountain 

 

Teachers with graduate 

degrees in the subject 

they teach 

Extensive preparation of 

students and parents for 

the demands of AP 

Focus on creating 

diversity of ideas 

Inclusive program 

 

Teacher buy-in and 

commitment 

Selective enrollment 

 Small school atmosphere 

 

 

 

6.3 The Offerings of North Mountain 

 As a comprehensive high school, Advanced Placement is just one of the 

many programs that North Mountain has to offer its students. The students are 

involved in a plethora of extracurricular activities including sports and fine arts.  

For most of the students, the AP program is not the main reason they have 

chosen to go to North Mountain.  While offering a range of honors courses, 
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Advanced Placement preparation is not the chief goal of the earlier grades and 

those students who choose to enroll in the AP program need to possess the 

academic ability to be successful.  North Mountain’s criteria for enrollment in AP 

courses include having a cumulative grade point average of at least a 3.4 and 

previously earning an A in the AP subject in which the student will be enrolling.  

By running a selective program, North Mountain tries to ensure that the 

students who are entering the courses will be successful and stay in the courses. 

It also helps the teachers keep pace with the extensive requirements of the 

program by helping insure that she will not have to slow down to catch up 

students who are not at the same level as the rest of the class. 

 For a comprehensive school like North Mountain, the selectiveness of the 

program aids in its success.  Students are involved in many activities and making 

AP a privilege helps keep students focused on academics so they can remain in 

the program. The competitive edge fostered by other programs in the school like 

their sports program also spills over into the classroom.  Students do not just 

want to attain high grades; they want to keep pace with their classmates.  

Allowing a petition process for students who do not meet the entrance criteria 

makes it possible for students who have suffered a few bumps in their grades 

but who want the rigor and challenge of AP to be able to participate in the 

program.  Smaller schools like North Mountain that have comprehensive 
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programs could use the selection process as a model to target students for 

Advanced Placement that would welcome the challenge of the program.  

 The success of an AP program rests to some degree on the openness of 

the students to learn and discuss the material.  The AP curriculum covers an 

extensive range of topics including diverse cultures, religions, and belief systems.  

One issue that can arise in a small school is a lack of diversity and resistance to 

new or different ideas.  As a private, Christian school, North Mountain’s 

population is relatively homogenous.  They have chosen to attend the school 

because of the shared beliefs and value systems of the students and faculty.  

North Mountain has created a culture within the AP program and within the 

school itself that encourages the discussion of differences and of controversial 

topics.   The students learn to have respectful, productive discussions that lead 

to a deeper understanding of the material making the course more valuable. 

6.4 Shared Traits of Successful Programs 

 As different as Center and North Mountain are, they share three major 

attributes that make their programs successful:  extensive preparation for AP, 

teacher buy-in and commitment to the program, and the use of the small school 

atmosphere to their advantage.  These traits, although applied differently in the 

two schools, are keys to their success and can be adapted and applied to other 

small schools to foster their success as well. 
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 Center and North Mountain illustrate that successful programs do not 

simply appear, but have to be built through the preparation of the students and 

parents for the rigors and expectations of the program.  Small schools can draw 

from both examples to help them create the program that will best suit them. As 

Center’s middle school and high school curriculum are focused on preparing for 

AP courses and taking AP exams, students entering the fifth grade and their 

parents are taught what it means to be an AP student.  There are no surprises 

about the commitment and the amount of work that is required of the students 

and the support that is expected of the parents.  Students and parents can then 

make an informed choice as to whether or not the AP focus of Center is for 

them.   

At North Mountain as well, parents attend an informational meeting to 

acquaint them with the curriculum and the expectations of the AP courses.   It is 

likely that their children will not take eight AP courses before they graduate like 

the Center students, but even one AP course requires commitment.  Building a 

relationship with the parents and preparing them for the expectations that their 

children will have to meet to be successful in the courses is an important step 

that both schools have taken to ensure support for the program.   Small schools 

often have the advantage of a strong and supportive parent network.  It can be a 

great asset to a beginning AP program if parents are consulted and informed.  
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 The preparation of the students for AP in each of the schools begins in 

the lower grades.  At Center it starts with the fifth grade.   The work ethic that is 

necessary to complete a program that requires eight AP courses does not appear 

over night and must be fostered by both the teachers in the learning 

environment and the parents at home.  By starting early the students build up 

the work ethic that will lead them to success not only in AP, but in college as 

well.   

 The extensive amount of material that must be mastered along with the 

stress of the testing environment of AP can be a lot for a teenager to handle.  

Center’s preparation program places students in high-stakes testing 

environments in the sixth grade with comprehensive examinations and prepares 

them well for the pressures of the test.  Students not only become familiar with 

the testing environment, but they learn the importance of learning the material 

and studying.  By the time the students reach the AP courses in the ninth grade 

they are ready for both the intensity of the course and the demands of the AP 

exam.  

 North Mountain’s academic preparation system for AP is not as 

comprehensive as that of Center because its program is not as extensive.  

Students take AP by choice, not as a requirement and the decision to take the 

exams is theirs as well.  The students have the option of taking honors courses in 

their core subjects two years prior to being eligible to take AP courses giving 
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them a more rigorous academic preparation than they would receive in the 

general education classes.  The criterion that needs to be met in order to take AP 

also helps to assure that the students signing up are ready for the course.  Like 

Center, North Mountain’s AP teachers are responsible for teaching the courses 

that will prepare their students, in this case, the honors classes.  

 The buy-in of the teachers and the commitment that each school has 

made to its program is essential to their success. At both schools teachers are 

experienced and want to teach AP.  They are not teaching the courses because 

the schedule required it or they were the new teacher that got stuck with it.  

They enjoy the material and enjoy teaching the courses.  The schools contribute 

to the teachers’ comfort level with the course by providing AP training to help 

them hone their skills.    

The overall commitment of the teachers is clear in their willingness to 

help the students be successful.  Every teacher interviewed talked of meeting 

with students before school, after school, and even on their lunch periods to 

help them with material they were struggling with.  The teachers are even willing 

to discuss the material of another class with the students if they can be of help 

or just be there for support when things get stressful.  The commitment does not 

stop at presenting and helping the students understand the material either.  All 

of the teachers were concerned that their students found the courses enjoyable 

and spend time creating lessons that will not only be informative, but will draw 
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the students in and make them want to learn.  They have created environments 

that make students comfortable and eager for success. 

The financial commitments that the schools have given their programs 

also show that they are dedicated to successful programs. As discussed earlier, 

Center places an emphasis on hiring teachers with advanced degrees rather than 

new teachers who would not be paid as much. They also pay for the AP exams of 

all of their students.  For many families, the cost of six exams would be a burden.  

Center ensures that everyone who is willing to put in the work has the 

opportunity to participate in their program and take the exams. 

Many small schools choose not to offer AP courses if there is not a 

minimum enrollment in the classes.  The commitment of a teacher to a class of 

three or four students is not justified financially. North Mountain has chosen to 

fully commit to its program and allow a course to be offered even when only one 

or two students enroll.  This ensures that the curriculum is consistent from year 

to year. Students know that they will always have the option of AP.   It also 

shows a strong commitment to the program and aids in building up the program 

over time.  One year there might only be a few students in a class, but as 

younger students hear about the benefits of the course and the quality of the 

teacher it will grow in time.  By choosing not to offer courses because of 

enrollment issues, some small schools impede their programs by not allowing 

natural growth.  



140 
 

 

For many small schools wishing to offer quality AP programs, size has 

been an obstacle. Center and North Mountain view it as an advantage.  The 

relationships that the teachers build with the students by having them in class 

year after year is a benefit for them in the AP courses. The teachers know the 

students well and can build on their strengths and interests.  They can tell when 

a student is having a difficult time and know how best to help them.  The 

comfort level that the students have with the teachers after knowing them for 

several years is beneficial also.  Students feel comfortable asking the teachers for 

help and spending additional time with them.  Even when new teachers enter 

the system, the students know that they can go to their old, familiar teachers for 

support until they build a relationship with the new staff member. 

With a smaller student population, the teachers have the advantage of 

sharing many of the same students.  At both Center and North Mountain the 

teachers use this advantage to discuss common students who may be struggling 

and to help monitor their progress.  In a larger school, a student may be 

struggling in three or four AP courses and individual teachers will not realize that 

there is a larger problem.  This may happen in small schools also when the 

teachers do not get together to talk about their shared students. In these two 

cases, the teachers make a strong effort to work together to help their students 

succeed and in doing so, help their programs succeed.   
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

7.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to examine the responses of small schools 

with successful AP programs to the issues that have been found to cause many 

small school AP programs to fail.  The data gathered through this study via 

questionnaires and interviews provide suggestions for small schools which are 

planning to implement Advanced Placement programs with information on the 

experiences of other small schools in their endeavors with Advanced Placement.   

Each case was described individually to highlight the issues that were the 

most important to teachers and administrators in the success of their school.  

The issues of the two schools were then compared to come up with key 

elements that defined the success of both programs. 

7.2 Discussion 

 Question 1    One concern faced by many small schools when attempting 

to offer AP programs is the question of staffing.  How have successful schools 

found, trained, and maintained a highly qualified staff to offer a significant 

program in AP?   

 The cases explored in this study found their answer to the staffing of AP 

programs in experience.  For Center Charter School the issue of staffing is 
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different than that of other public schools as they have a great deal more 

flexibility in budgeting.  For them, the hiring of teachers with advanced degrees 

and experience in their subject areas is a justified expenditure.  North Mountain 

utilizes experienced teachers on their staff to teach AP.  The important issue for 

staffing in both schools is that teachers want to teach AP and show a serious 

commitment to AP success.  Both schools provide training to their teachers to 

keep them updated in developments in AP. 

 Question 2  The offering of a significant number of AP courses in smaller 

schools has been a challenge for many because of the difficulty in scheduling 

singleton courses within the master schedule and matching student schedules 

with their desired courses. How have the schools addressed scheduling problems 

to fit a significant number of courses into the master schedule and enroll a 

significant number of students in the courses? 

 For Center, scheduling is not an issue as their entire curriculum revolves 

around the offering of AP courses.  North Mountain has narrowed their focus on 

AP to the junior and senior years making scheduling a question for only two 

grade levels.  The selection criterion for enrollment in AP also assists with 

scheduling problems. Many of the same students enroll in multiple AP courses 

meaning that the same group of students will have similar schedules.  They have 

made the question of small classes a non-issue by choosing to allow classes with 

any number of students. 
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 Question 3  How has funding for teacher training and materials for the AP 

program been addressed? 

 As the study utilized a charter school and a private school, the issue of 

funding was not fully addressed.  These schools do not have the strict 

restrictions placed on their budgets by the state that most public school face. 

 Question 4  Studies on AP courses in small, rural settings have found that 

students in smaller schools have less motivation to be successful in advanced 

courses (The College Board, 2007).  Smaller class sizes and homogeneous 

populations in smaller schools also detract from the diversity and the rigor often 

associated with advanced courses. To what extent have the teachers in successful 

programs seen these problems and how have they been addressed? 

 The preparation programs utilized by both schools tackle the issue of 

motivation head on. In each school students have courses that prepare them for 

the more advanced work and the heavier work load.  At Center, students who 

attend the school are already motivated to succeed in the courses. At North 

Mountain, the selectivity of the program along with the competitive spirit that is 

a part of the school culture drives students’ motivation.  Issues of diversity are 

also dealt with in a straight forward manner with candid discussions about other 

cultures and belief systems. 
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7.3  Implications for Small School AP Programs 

 It is clear from the successful cases of Center and North Mountain that 

successful programs do not spring up over night. A great deal of planning and 

preparation go into the process. Schools wishing to start a program should 

consider looking at the lower grades first to lay the groundwork for the skills that 

are necessary to be successful in AP.  Parents need to be a part of the process to 

understand the rigors and expectations of the program so they can provide the 

proper support at home.  Schools with existing programs may want to limit their 

courses to the upper grades and the higher achieving students until a foundation 

can be laid in the lower grades to prepare more students and expand the 

program.   

 Teachers must be bought into the AP system in order for the program to 

be successful.  If the teacher believes in the program and the advantages it offers 

to the students they will be able to get the students to buy in as well. They need 

to teach AP courses in the subject they are the most comfortable and 

knowledgeable in to be the most effective.  For example, a teacher whose 

specialty is in algebra should not be forced to teach AP Calculus.  Those teachers 

who are not willing to put in the extra time or do not believe there is an 

advantage to the AP program should not teach AP. 

 There is no one-right-way to implement an AP program. The College 

Board does have some requirements in regards to curriculum and materials, but 
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ultimately individual schools have to look at their own needs and their own 

resources to determine what will work the best for them.  AP programs do not 

need to start big. If they are planned well and the students, parents, and 

teachers are properly prepared, they will grow naturally.   

7.4 Limitations 

There are several limitations to note in this study.  First, as a result of lack 

of availability of sites, the study was conducted using only two schools in the 

Southwestern part of the United States limiting its generalizibility to the rest of 

the country.  Second, the use of a charter school and a private school make it 

difficult to generalize all of the results to public schools that do not have the 

same flexibility in budgeting, scheduling, and hiring practices.  Finally, the data 

collected was based on teacher perceptions of their individual schools and 

programs. 

7.5  Recommendations for Future Research 

Research has already shown that small schools and AP courses offer advantages 

to high school students.  The research has also shown that it has been difficult 

for small schools to provide their students with the AP advantage.  Although 

some small schools are attempting to offer AP programs they are not able to give 

their students the same type of AP experience that students in large schools 

receive.  Some schools have given up trying as evidenced by the difficulty in 

finding schools in which to conduct research.  While there are many 
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impediments to creating equity between large schools and small schools in AP, 

these impediments should not keep students from receiving every possible 

advantage. 

 Future research should look at a broad range of small schools, not just 

the poor, rural school, but the small urban, suburban, charter, and private 

schools that are forming as a result of the small schools movement.  Researchers 

should focus on the special needs that have been identified in previous research 

to determine if, and how, small schools have been able to meet these needs and 

how these solutions could be utilized by other schools experiencing the same 

problems.   Research should also look to the programs of the larger schools to 

determine if their programs can be modified to better suit small schools.  A final 

proposal is for the College Board itself to move beyond the limited assistance 

that it gives small schools and work with independent researchers to help 

improve small school programs and move toward equity for all. 
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mailto:juliesmith2@cox.net
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Julie Smith  

Doctoral Candidate  

University of Arizona 

APPENDIX A2 

LETTERS OF PERMISSION TO CONDUCT RESEARCH 

 

TANQUE VERDE UNIFIED SCHOOL DISTRICT 

13 

11150 E. Tanque Verde Road • Tucson, Arizona 85749 • Telephone (520) 749-5751' 

Fax (520) 749-5400 Email: www.tanq.org 

December 11, 2007 

TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN: 

Julie Smith is granted permission to conduct 
educational research in the Tanque Verde Unified 
School District for the purpose of meeting the 
requirements of an advanced degree through your 
institution. 

The TVUSD will require documentation that the 
research has been appropriately approved by the 
University prior to the gathering of any data in our 
schools. 

Sincerely, 

 

http://www.tanq.org/
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APPENDIX A3 

EMAIL TO POTENTIAL PARTICIPANTS 

 

 

My name is Julie Smith and I am a doctoral candidate at the University of Arizona.  I am 

working on a study for my dissertation involving the success rates of the Advanced 

Placement program in small schools.  I have completed a pilot study involving a school 

that utilized the College Board suggestions for building strong programs in small schools 

and found that these guidelines were not successful for them.  I am continuing my study 

by looking at smaller schools that have had success with their programs. 

 

I would like to ask your permission to use your school in my study of successful 

programs.  Your participation would involve administrators and AP teachers completing 

a short questionnaire and voluntary interviews.  All information about the school and 

faculty would remain anonymous. 

 

Thank you for your consideration 

Julie Smith 

juliesmith2@cox.net 

(520) 398-5184 

(520) 906-5847 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://webmail.west.cox.net/do/mail/message/mailto?to=juliesmith2%40cox.net
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APPENDIX B1 

PILOT STUDY STUDENT SURVEY 

Demographic Information 

Please circle 

Grade level:  Freshman  Sophomore  Junior 
 Senior 
 

Sex:   Male   Female 

   

Number of AP courses currently taking: 1 2 3     3+ 

 

Number of AP courses taken in the past: 1 2 3 3+ 
      

Advanced Placement Experience 

For each of the following statements please check the box that most closely reflects 

your opinion. 

Statement Strongly 
 Agree 

Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

The students in my AP course(s) 
represented a wide variety of 
beliefs and opinions 

     

My AP teacher(s) taught with a 
wide variety of activities and 
presentation styles 

     

I felt that the course(s) prepared 
me for college 

     

 My teacher(s) was 
knowledgeable in the course 
content 

     

Resources outside of the text 
book were used 

     

The text book (s) for the course(s) 
was the appropriate level for an 
advanced course 

     

My class(s) was too small      
I was aware of the amount of 
work expected of me before I 
signed up for the course(s) 

     

I am happy with my performance      
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in the course(s) 

Our class discussions brought out 
many different points of view 

     

Too much was expected of me in 
the course(s) 

     

The course adequately prepared 
me for the AP exam 

     

I feel that I have a deeper 
knowledge of the subject matter 
through taking the AP course than 
those who did not take AP 

     

Everyone who wants to take an 
AP course in our school is 
welcome to do so 

     

When we have class discussions, 
everyone usually agrees with each 
other 

     

The reading level of the course 
materials was appropriate 

     

There is a large choice of AP 
courses for students to choose 
from 

     

I take the course(s) seriously      
My AP course(s) fit easily into my 
schedule 

     

I wish I had known more about AP 
before I signed up for the 
course(s) 

     

My class(s) is large enough for a 
wide variety of activities 

     

There are too many students in 
my class(s) 

     

I will sign up for AP courses I the 
future 

     

 

Please answer the following questions. 

What are the advantages of going to a small school? 
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What are the disadvantages? 

 

 

 

 

 

How do these advantages and disadvantages affect the offering of Advanced Placement 

courses? 
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APPENDIX B2 

PILOT STUDY TEACHER SURVEY 

Please circle the most appropriate response to the following. 

How many years of teaching experience do you have? 

First year  2-4 years 5-7 years 8-10 years more than 10 

years 

How many years have you been teaching Advanced Placement? 

First year  2-3 years  4-5 years 5-7 years more 

than 8 years 

How many advanced placement courses do you teach? 

1 course  2 courses  3 or more courses 

How many sections of Advanced Placement do you teach? 

1 section  2 sections  3 or more sections 

Please read each statement and respond by checking the appropriate box as the 
statement applies to your experiences with Advanced Placement (AP) courses at your 
small school. 
 

Statement Strongly 
Agree 

Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

My school/district provided me 
with AP training before I taught 
my first AP course 

     

I have had ongoing AP training      

I have been provided with all of 
the materials I need to 
adequately teach an AP course 

     

The students in my 
school/district are aware of the 
rigors of AP courses before they 
enroll in the courses 

     

There is strong parental support 
for AP 

     

There is strong administrative      
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support for AP 

I have adequate contractual 
planning time to prepare for my 
AP course(s) 

     

My students are serious about 
the course(s)  

     

Class discussions bring out a 
variety of beliefs and opinions 
from the students 

     

There is support for AP from the 
counseling department 

     

The selection of AP courses 
offered meets students’ needs 

     

Students are offered the 
necessary support to be 
successful in AP 

     

I have been provided with 
support materials for AP 

     

Students are able to easily 
schedule AP courses without 
conflicts with other  required 
courses 

     

Students are able to easily 
schedule AP courses without 
conflicts with elective courses 

     

Students’ previous advanced 
and honors courses adequately 
prepare them for AP courses 

     

Students achieve passing scores 
on AP exams 

     

 

Please answer the following: 

What advantages does a small school offer your students? 
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What disadvantages does a small school have for your students? 

How do these advantages and disadvantages affect the offering of AP courses in your 

school? 
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APPENDIX B3 

PILOT STUDY STUDENT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

1. Why did you choose to take an AP course or courses? 

2. Was there anyone who influenced your decision to take the 

course(s)? 

3. Have you taken an AP exam?  If yes, how did you feel about the 

results? 

4. Are you planning on taking another AP exam? 

5. If you had another option for an advanced course that did not focus 

on the AP exam would you take it instead of AP? Explain. 

6. Does your school have a large variety of courses?  A large variety of 

AP courses? 

7. What size are your classes?  How do your AP courses compare in size 

to your other courses? 

8. Do you feel that class size has an impact on your class?  How so? 

9. Did you have to give up another course you wanted to take to be in 

an AP course?  Would you choose AP over an elective if you had to 

make the choice? 

10. Do your classmates represent a variety of backgrounds and 

experiences?  Does this affect the quality of classroom discussions?  

Can you give an example? 
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11. How seriously do students take the AP courses? 

12. How would you describe your teacher’s teaching style? 

13. What kinds of activities do you do? 

14.  What would you like to see your teachers and the school do to help 

you and other students be successful in AP? 
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APPENDIX B4 

PILOT STUDY TEACHER INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. Describe the AP training you received prior to teaching an AP course. 

2. Who provided the training you received? 

3. How much time do you typically spend planning for your courses?  

Grading for your courses?  Do you have adequate planning time? 

4. Do you have adequate materials?  Who provides your materials? 

5. Do you have experience in scheduling AP courses at this school or 

other schools?  Describe these experiences. 

6. Describe your students’ preparation for the AP program. 

7. How do your students respond to group discussion?  Group activities? 

8. Describe the attitudes your students express towards the rigors of the 

AP program. 

9. Do your students express interest in taking the AP exam?  What 

attitudes do they express? 

10. Other than the AP exam, do your students express other reasons for 

taking AP courses?  What are those reasons? 

11. Does class size affect how you teach the course?  Explain. 

12. What should be done by the teachers and the school to help students 

be successful in AP? 
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APPENDIX B5 

MAIN STUDY TEACHER INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

5. How do you and other teachers ensure that your students are 

prepared for the rigor of AP courses? 

6. Was the AP training you received geared towards larger classes?  

If so, how have you modified that training to suit the smaller 

classes that you teach? 

7. What have been the greatest challenges you have faced teaching 

an AP class in a small school environment?  How have you dealt 

with those challenges? 

8. How do you think the small school environment affects the 

learning of your students? 
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APPENDIX B6 

MAIN STUDY ADMINISTRATOR INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1.   Describe the AP training teachers in your school receive prior 

                          to teaching AP courses? 

2.   Is training provided by the school or district or do teachers              

        seek out their own training? 

9. How do you ensure that your teachers have adequate planning 

time? 

10. Is there a separate budget for AP materials or are they purchased 

out of department funds?  Approximately how much of the 

budget is spent on AP? 

11. How are issues of scheduling AP courses dealt with in your 

building? 

12. Describe your students’ preparation for the AP program. 

13. Describe the attitudes you students in your school express 

towards the rigors of the AP program. 

14. Describe the attitudes and support of parents to the AP program. 
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APPENDIX B7 

MAIN STUDY TEACHER QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

How many years have you been teaching? ________________ 

 

How many years have you taught an AP course(s)? ___________________ 

 

 

Describe the training you have received in Advanced Placement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Overall, describe the motivation of your students.  Are they prepared to take 

advanced classes and do they rise to the challenge? 
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  How do you motivate your students? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In what ways does the fact that you teach in a small school affect the 

scheduling of your classes and the number of preps that you teach?  How does 

this affect your preparation for AP classes? 
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Do your students have to make choices between AP courses and other courses 

such as electives?  How does this affect the enrollment of students in the 

courses?  What steps has your school taken to help students schedule the 

courses they want? 
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APPENDIX B8 

MAIN STUDY ADMINISTRATOR QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

How long has your school had an AP program? 

____________________________________ 

 

How many AP courses are typically offered in your school each year? 

__________________________ 

 

 

How does the size of your school affect the scheduling of AP courses?  How 

does your school overcome issues of scheduling? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What type of training does your school or district offer to AP teachers 
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How are students recruited for AP classes in your school? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What support is avalible for AP students?  For AP teachers? 

 

 

 

 

What percentage of students enrolled in AP take the AP exam? 
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APPENDIX C1

PARENT/GUARDIAN CONSENT FORM 

 

Project Title:  Small Schools and the Advanced Placement Program 

 

You are being asked to read the following material to ensure that you are informed of the 

nature of this research study and of how your child will participate in it, if you consent for 

him/her to do so. Signing this form will indicate that you have been so informed and that you 

give your consent. Federal regulations require written informed consent prior to participation 

in this research study so that you can know the nature and risks of your child’s participation 

and can allow him/her to participate or not participate in a free and informed manner.   

 

PURPOSE 

Your child is being invited to participate voluntarily in the above-titled research project. The 

purpose of this project is to study Advanced Placement programs in small schools to determine 

what problems, if any, schools with enrollments under 300 have in offering these programs and 

to find potential solutions to these problems 

 

 

SELECTION CRITERIA  

The Principal Investigator or a member of his/her study staff will discuss the requirements for 

participation in this study with you. To be eligible to participate, your child must be currently or 

previously enrolled in an Advanced Placement or pre-AP course at a local high school. A total of 

40-50 individuals will be enrolled in this study locally.  

 

PROCEDURE(S)  

The following information describes your child’s participation in this study which will last up to 

one hour.  Your child will complete a questionnaire regarding his/her experiences in Advanced 
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Placement courses.  Several children will be chosen at random to complete a follow up 

interview with the principle investigator that will last no longer than one-half hour. 

 

RISKS  

There are no risks to your child from his/her participation. 

 

BENEFITS  

There is no direct benefit to your child from his/her participation. 

 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

Representatives of regulatory agencies (including the University of Arizona Human Subjects 

Protection Program) may access your records to ensure quality of data and study conduct. 

 

PARTICIPATION COSTS AND SUBJECT COMPENSATION  

There is no cost to you or your child for participating except for the time. Neither you nor your 

child will be compensated for your child’s participation.  

 

CONTACTS 

You can obtain further information about the research or voice concerns or complaints about 

the research by calling the Principal Investigator Julie Smith, Ph.D. Candidate, at (520)906-5847. 

If you have questions concerning your rights as a research participant, have general questions, 

concerns or complaints or would like to give input about the research and cannot reach the 

research team, or want to talk to someone other than the research team, you may call the 

University of Arizona Human Subjects Protection Program office at (520) 626-6721.  (If out of 

state use the toll-free number 1-866-278-1455.) If you would like to contact the Human 

Subjects Protection Program via the web, please visit the following website 

http://www.irb.arizona.edu/contact/. 

 

http://www.irb.arizona.edu/contact/
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LIABILITY 

Side effects or harm are possible in any research program despite the use of high standards of 

care and could occur through no fault of your child or the investigator involved. Known side 

effects have been described in this consent form. However, unforeseeable harm also may occur 

and require care. You do not give up any of your or your child’s legal rights by signing this form. 

In the event that your child requires or you are billed for medical care that you feel has been 

caused by the research, you should contact the principal investigator Julie Smith, Ph.D. 

Candidate, etc) at (520) 906-5847. 

 

AUTHORIZATION 

Before giving my consent by signing this form, the methods, inconveniences, risks, and 

benefits have been explained to me and my questions have been answered. I may ask 

questions at any time and I am free to withdraw my child from the project at any time 

without causing bad feelings. My child’s participation in this project may be ended by the 

investigator or by the sponsor for reasons that would be explained. New information 

developed during the course of this study which may affect either my willingness or that of 

my child to continue in this research project will be given to me as it becomes available. This 

consent form will be filed in an area designated by the Human Subjects Protection Program 

with access restricted by the principal investigator, Julie Smith,Ph.D. Candidate, or authorized 

representative of the Teaching and Teacher Education Department. I do not give up any of my 

or my child’s legal rights by signing this form. A copy of this signed consent form will be given 

to me.  

 

___________________________________ 

Subject's Name (printed) 

 

___________________________________  ____________________________________ 

Parent/Legal Guardian’s Signature   Date 

 

___________________________________  ____________________________________ 
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Witness (if necessary)     Date 

 

INVESTIGATOR'S AFFIDAVIT: 

Either I have or my agent has carefully explained to the parent/legal guardian of the subject the 

nature of the above project. I hereby certify that to the best of my knowledge the person who 

signed this consent form was informed of the nature, demands, benefits, and risks involved in 

his/her child’s participation.  

 

___________________________________  ____________________________________ 

Signature of Presenter     Date 

 

___________________________________  ____________________________________  

Signature of Investigator    Date 
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APPENDIX C2 

    MINOR’S CONSENT FORM 

 

Title of Project:  Small Schools and the Advanced Placement Program 

 

 

 

 

Your parents/guardians have said that it is ok for you to participate in this 

research study.  You will be answering questions about your experiences in 

Advanced Placement courses.  Your teachers and administrators will not have 

access to the answers you provide and all information will be kept confidential. 

 

You do not have to be in this research study and you can stop at any time.  

Do you have any questions? Is it OK? 

 

 

Child's Name                                                                                                                                        

Child’s Signature     Date 

Presenter’s Signature     Date 

Investigator's Signature             Date 
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APPENDIX C3 

INFORMED CONSENT 

 

Small Schools and the Advanced Placement Program 

 

Introduction 

 

You are being invited to take part in a research study.  The information in this form is 

provided to help you decide whether or not to take part.  Study personnel will be available to 

answer your questions and provide additional information.  If you decide to take part in the 

study, you will be asked to sign this consent form.  A copy of this form will be given to you. 

 

What is the purpose of this research study? 

 

This study is being conducted to examine the experiences of teachers and students 

in Advanced Placement programs in small schools. 

 

Why are you being asked to participate? 

 

You are being invited because you have either been a teacher or student in and Advanced 

Placement course in a school with an enrollment under 300.   

 

How many people will be asked to participate in this study? 

 

Approximately 40 -50 persons will be asked to participate in this study. 

 

What will happen during this study? 
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You will be asked to complete a questionnaire regarding your experiences with Advanced 

Placement in small schools.  Within 2 weeks of completing the questionnaire you will be 

contacted to schedule a follow up interview.  The follow up interview will ask you more in 

depth questions regarding your experiences. 

 

How long will I be in this study? 

 

About one hour (one half hour to complete the survey and one half hour for the interview) 

will be needed to complete this study. 

 

Are there any risks to me? 

 

The things that you will be doing have no risk to you. 

 

Are there any benefits to me? 

 

You will not receive any benefit from taking part in this study.   

 

Will there be any costs to me? 

 

Aside from your time, there are no costs to you. 

 

Will I be paid to participate in the study? 

 

You will not be paid for your participation. 
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Will video or audio recordings be made of me during the study? 

 

 

I will make an audio recording during the study so that we can be certain that your responses 

are recorded accurately only if you check the box below: 

 

I give my permission for audio recordings to be made of me during my 

participation in this research study. 

 

 

I do not give my permission for audio recordings to be made of me during my 

participation in this research study. 

 

 

Will the information that is obtained from me be kept confidential? 

 

The only persons who will know that you participated in this study will be myself as the 

principle investigator and the administrator who submitted your name as a           possible 

participant. 

 

Your records will be confidential. You will not be identified in any reports or 

publications resulting from the study.  It is possible that representatives of the 

sponsor that supports the research study will want to come to The University of 

Arizona to review your information.  Representatives of regulatory agencies 

(including The University of Arizona Human Subjects Protection Program) may 

access your records.   

 

 

May I change my mind about participating? 
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Your participation in this study is voluntary.  You may decide to not begin or to stop the study 

at any time.   Also any new information discovered about the research will be provided to 

you. This information could affect your willingness to continue your participation. 

 

 

 

Whom can I contact for additional information? 

 

You can obtain further information about the research or voice concerns or complaints 

about the research by calling the Principal Investigator Julie Smith, Ph.D. Candidate, at 

(520)906-5847. If you have questions concerning your rights as a research participant, 

have general questions, concerns or complaints or would like to give input about the 

research and can’t reach the research team, or want to talk to someone other than the 

research team, you may call the University of Arizona Human Subjects Protection 

Program office at (520) 626-6721.  (If out of state use the toll-free number 1-866-278-

1455.) If you would like to contact the Human Subjects Protection Program via the web, 

please visit the following website: http://www.irb.arizona.edu/contact/. 

 

Your Signature 

 

By signing this form, I affirm that I have read the information contained in the form, that the 

study has been explained to me, that my questions have been answered and that I agree to 

take part in this study.  I do not give up any of my legal rights by signing this form. 

 

__________________________________ 

Name (Printed) 

 

__________________________________   ______________ 

Participant’s Signature      Date signed 

 

http://www.irb.arizona.edu/contact/
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Statement by person obtaining consent 

 

I certify that I have explained the research study to the person who has agreed to participate, 

and that he or she has been informed of the purpose, the procedures, the possible risks and 

potential benefits associated with participation in this study.  Any questions raised have been 

answered to the participant’s satisfaction. 

 

__________________________________ 

Name of study personnel 

 

__________________________________   _______________ 

Study personnel Signature      Date signed 
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