
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 

A Qualitative Case Study Assessing Student Transition from  
McKinney High School to College 

 
Trish Ramos, Ed.D. 

 
Mentor: Brooke Blevins, Ph.D. 

 
State standardized testing continues to be the focus of the curriculum for both 

teachers and students in public education. High school teachers have the challenging task 

of ensuring that students develop critical academic skills before graduation. Upon 

completing high school, many students will pursue a college degree. When considering 

education beyond high school, it is imperative that every student who graduates from 

high school has developed the appropriate skills necessary to meet college expectations.  

This research study used Weidman’s Model of Undergraduate Socialization to 

identify how high school experiences shape students’ backgrounds and perceptions as 

well as Schlossberg’s Transition theory to explore students’ experiences with the college 

transition process. Although the transition to college is an anticipated transition 

(Schlossberg, 1981), it is difficult to comprehend how one will deal with the change until 

one has experienced it for themselves. 

This qualitative multiple case study researched former McKinney High School 

students’ perceptions of college readiness. Two tools of measurement, a questionnaire 



and semi-structured interviews, were used to gather data. The questionnaire had 13 

respondents, and then five participants were selected to participate in semi-structured 

interviews. From the data collected, several themes emerged regarding college readiness. 

The first theme identified the positive impact AP, AVID, and dual credit classes played in 

the transition to college. The second theme advocated for developing transferable 

academic skills necessary for college transition, such as writing, time management, and 

effective study habits. The final theme documented the difference between high school 

and college and discussed how those differences impacted students' college transition. 

These findings provide evidence on the value of teacher mentorship on college 

readiness. The findings also revealed the degree to which students rely on high school 

and teachers to provide them the tools necessary to achieve college success. The 

empirical literature supports recommendations for providing students with essential 

academic skills and enforcing higher levels of academic rigor in high school. 

 
Key Words: college atmosphere, college dropout, college preparedness, college 

readiness, college transition, high school college preparation programs 

 

 

 



Page bearing signatures is kept on file in the Graduate School.

  
  A Qualitative Case Study Assessing Student Transition from McKinney High School to College 
 

 

by

Trish Ramos, B.S., M.A., M.Ed.

A Dissertation

Approved by the Department of Curriculum and Instruction

Brooke Blevins, Ph.D., Chairperson
 

Submitted to the Graduate Faculty of 
Baylor University in Partial Fulfillment of the  

Requirements for the Degree 
of

Doctor of Education

 
 
 
 

Approved by the Dissertation Committee

Brooke Blevins, Ph.D., Chairperson

Tony L. Talbert, Ed.D.

Nicholas R. Werse, Ph.D.
 
 
 
 

Accepted by the Graduate School

August 2021

J. Larry Lyon, Ph.D., Dean



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Copyright © 2021 by Trish Ramos 
 

All rights reserved



v 
 

 
 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
LIST OF FIGURES .......................................................................................................... vii 
LIST OF TABLES ........................................................................................................... viii 
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS ............................................................................................ ix 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS .................................................................................................. x 
DEDICATION ................................................................................................................... xi 
CHAPTER ONE ................................................................................................................. 1 

Introduction to the Problem of Practice .......................................................................... 1 
Introduction ................................................................................................................. 1 
Statement of the Problem ............................................................................................ 2 
Purpose of the Study ................................................................................................... 5 
Theoretical Framework ............................................................................................... 6 
Research Design.......................................................................................................... 8 
Definition of Key Terms ............................................................................................. 8 
Conclusion .................................................................................................................. 9 

CHAPTER TWO .............................................................................................................. 11 
Literature Review ......................................................................................................... 11 

Introduction ............................................................................................................... 11 
The College Drop-Out Rates .................................................................................... 12 
Analyzing First-Year College Initiatives .................................................................. 23 
College Preparation ................................................................................................... 27 
Conclusion ................................................................................................................ 36 

CHAPTER THREE .......................................................................................................... 40 
Methodology ................................................................................................................. 40 

Introduction ............................................................................................................... 40 
Researcher Perspective ............................................................................................. 41 
Theoretical Framework ............................................................................................. 44 
Research Design........................................................................................................ 47 
Site Selection and Participant Sampling ................................................................... 48 
Data Collection ......................................................................................................... 50 
Data Analysis ............................................................................................................ 53 



vi 
 

Internal Validity ........................................................................................................ 59 
Ethical Considerations .............................................................................................. 60 
Limitations and Delimitations................................................................................... 62 
Conclusion ................................................................................................................ 65 

CHAPTER FOUR ............................................................................................................. 66 
Results and Implications ............................................................................................... 66 

Introduction ............................................................................................................... 66 
Questionnaire Data Findings..................................................................................... 68 
Qualitative Data Findings ......................................................................................... 79 
Cross Case Analysis ................................................................................................ 105 
Discussion ............................................................................................................... 116 
Implications and Recommendations ....................................................................... 120 
Conclusion .............................................................................................................. 124 

CHAPTER FIVE ............................................................................................................ 125 
Distribution of Findings .............................................................................................. 125 

Executive Summary ................................................................................................ 125 
Conclusion .............................................................................................................. 134 

APPENDIX A ................................................................................................................. 137 
Student Perception of College Readiness Questionnaire ............................................ 137 

APPENDIX B ................................................................................................................. 140 
Interview Questions .................................................................................................... 140 

BIBLIOGRAPHY ........................................................................................................... 142 
 
  



vii 
 

 
 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 
 
 
Figure 1.1. Weidman’s Model of Undergraduate Socialization ..........................................7 

Figure 2.1. Percentage of student enrollment in AVID based on ethnic identity ..............29 

Figure 2.2. Facets of college readiness ..............................................................................32 

Figure 4.1. Questionnaire participants ..............................................................................67 

Figure 4.2. Transition to college emerged themes ..........................................................106 

 

  



viii 
 

 
 
 

LIST OF TABLES 
 
 
Table 2.1 National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 2010 by Ethnic Groups .......15 

Table 3.1 Overview of Data Analysis Method Used to Answer the Research        
Questions......................................................................................................................54 

Table 3.2 Case Study Participants .....................................................................................57 

Table 4.1 Overview of Case Study Participants ................................................................68 

Table 4.2 Responses of Participants Self-Reflection of Their Abilities .............................70 

Table 4.3 Responses about College Readiness and Awareness .........................................72 

Table 4.4 Skill Development of Participants .....................................................................73 

Table 4.5 Case Study Participants .....................................................................................80 

 
 
  



ix 
 

 
 
 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 
 
 
AP: Advance Placement 

AVID: Advancement via Individual Determination 

CCC: Collin Community College 

GT: Gifted and Talented 

I-E-O: Input-Environment-Outcome 

IRB: Institutional Review Board 

ISM: Interdisciplinary Study and Mentorship 

JROTC: Junior Reserve Officer Training Corps 

MHS: McKinney High School 

MIT: Massachusetts Institute of Technology 

NCES: National Center for Education Statistics 

NROTC: Navy Reserve Officer Training Corps 

QR: Quick Response 

SES: Socioeconomic Status 

TPEIR: Texas PK-16 Public Education Information Report 

UIL: University Interscholastic League 

  



x 
 

 
 
 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
 
 
 Writing this dissertation has not been easy. Therefore, I would like to recognize 

the people in my life that have had some form of impact during this process. I would like 

to thank my daughter for being the most patient person I know. This dissertation took a 

lot of your time, time that cannot be given back but please know that you are the whole 

reason I kept going.  

 I would like to next thank all of my Baylor cohort one peers. You all have been 

instrumental and truly have appreciated all of your support. Thank you to my peer 

working group for all of your guidance and assistance throughout this process. I have 

truly made friends for life! 

 To my academic advisor, Dr. Brooke Blevins. There are no words to describe how 

much of this process I owe to you. You always believed in me, and that meant everything 

to me. You were the person aside from myself that I needed to prove that I belonged here. 

I was not always sure how I got here, but I was never going to quit, because you always 

said “we got this.” You made me believe it.  

 Baylor University did not disappoint. From the writing center to all the professors 

that I had were all instrumental in mentoring and guiding me. Thank you all for the 

experience of a lifetime that I will always cherish, to be a part of Baylor University.  

 Lastly, I want to recognize my friends and family. This process was not easy but 

you all were very supportive through it all. So, thank you for always being there.  

  



xi 
 

 
 
 

DEDICATION 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

To my daughter, Gabriella, words can never express how much of an impact you have 
had on my life. Thank you for being the amazing daughter you are. 

  

 



1 
 

 
 
 

CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction to the Problem of Practice 
 

Introduction 

Research suggests that many first-year college students have difficulties adjusting 

to the rigors of college because of the fundamental academic differences between high 

school and college (Conley, 2007a). The gap in essential academic skills is crucial in 

understanding the transition from a high school student to a four-year college student. 

The transition to college is something that may require additional assistance. McCoy 

(2014) suggests that transition can be a very stressful event in a young student’s life. 

With college drop-out rates on the rise, it was vital to understand the environmental 

differences between high school and a four-year university and how those differences 

impact student transition. 

This study focused on former high school students' perceptions of college 

readiness as they transitioned to a four-year university. Currently, at McKinney High 

School, students may enroll in dual credit and Advanced Placement (AP) classes. Those 

classes offer students a firsthand preview of college-level expectations. McKinney High 

School also has an Advancement via Individual Determination (AVID) program. This 

program provides students who aspire to go to college with the necessary guidance to 

accomplish such an aspiration. Many McKinney High School students do not enroll in 

dual credit, AP, or AVID courses. With approximately 2,800 students, not every student 

can enroll in one or both classes. The students who participate in dual credit and AVID 

classes do not represent the majority student population. Therefore, many students will 
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graduate from high school, thinking they are prepared for post-secondary education, only 

to find out they are not. McCoy (2014) suggests that “a lack of familiarity with higher 

education” (p. 156) and its admission process can be a significant challenge. College 

readiness in high school needs to be a substantial focus in addition to the curriculum that 

is mandated by the state of Texas.  

Statement of the Problem 

The expectations that high school students adhere to are not the same expectations 

students will experience in college, making the transition to college challenging. The high 

school environment is significantly different from post-secondary education, and there is 

often a substantial rift between the two settings (Venezia & Jaeger, 2013). Numerous 

studies explore high school and college achievement, college drop-out rates, and 

transitional college programs. Bates and Bourke (2016) conducted a survey utilizing first-

year college students. The outcome of the survey concluded that 35% of students found 

the college transition arduous (Bates & Bourke, 2016). Bates and Bourke (2016) suggest 

that “the shaping of first-year class begins during student orientation” (p. 1); however, the 

molding of students for college starts in high school. The decision to go to college 

requires the student to do well academically and stay focused in high school.  

When students struggle with the transition to college, they are more likely to drop 

out of college. Although the reasons may differ from student to student, the impact is 

significant. The college dropout rate has seen little improvement over the years. From 

1995 to 1996, only 53% of students who enrolled in a four-year university completed 

college successfully, according to Chen (2012). In 2010, according to the National Center 

for Education Statistics (NCES), only 40% of students graduated from college. Ethnic 
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minority groups are at a higher risk of dropping out of college due to the many challenges 

they face (Petty, 2014). There has been an influx of ethnic minority groups motivated to 

attend college. Many are unaware of the college expectations and this can be a 

considerable obstacle coupled with academic struggles to overcome (Petty, 2014). 

The moment a student enters high school, their future college academic career 

commences taking shape. The types of courses students take are crucial in preparing for 

what lies ahead. If a student chooses basic level classes in high school, the student is 

more likely to leave high school less knowledgeable and academically prepared for 

college-level courses. Therefore, the student must take remedial courses in college for 

which they incur a financial burden without receiving college credit towards their 

graduation requirements. Dannenberg and Muggleston (2017) state that “curricular rigor 

is the most important academic component” (p. 2). Academically unprepared students are 

74% more likely to drop out of college compared to students who set themselves up 

academically throughout high school (Dannenberg & Muggleston, 2017). Courses such 

as Advancement via Individual Determination (AVID) and dual-credit provide a college 

rigor that is uniquely beneficial to those high school students. 

One of the many challenges that impact student learning is the disconnect from 

high school to college. In high school, students have ample opportunities to turn in work 

past the assigned teacher deadline. In college, the professors utilize syllabi that provide 

detailed instructions for assignments, guidelines, and grading criteria. The syllabus 

stipulates that late work is heavily penalized or not allowed. Current high school practices 

have relaxed standards, and that presents the challenge that hinders student and academic 

performance in college. Rodriquez et al. (2017) discuss the importance of deadlines and 
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the assumption that professors have of high school students being prepared for college 

when indeed they lack elements of academics conducive to college learning.  

High school teachers often struggle with preparing students for the academic rigor 

of post-secondary education. Teachers have little time outside of the curriculum to help 

students develop crucial soft skills that are necessary after high school. While parents 

may be the driving force behind a student completing their assignments in high school, 

once they leave home for college, the student must learn to function independently. Upon 

entry to college, a student gains their independence and must learn to prioritize what is 

essential. Time management is a crucial skill that takes time to develop, and the level of 

maturity is critical for implementing restraint and discipline.  

Some students may opt to go to school close to home; others will venture away to 

areas outside of their geographical norms. Regardless of the geographic location, the 

change in lifestyles from high school to college and from being dependent on parents and 

teachers to being independent is no easy feat. For many students, the excitement of being 

self-sufficient is enticing, but they soon realize how overwhelming it may be to make 

adult-like decisions. As students approach their senior year of high school, there are 

many career choices. Some high school graduates will choose military service, others 

may enter the workforce, and the majority of graduates will attend post-secondary 

education. No matter the path a high school student chooses, the transition from high 

school to that chosen path requires much thought and preparation, especially for those 

attending college. The transition from high school to college needs a more concentrated 

focus on the role of high schools in aiding the process, suggests Rodriquez et al. (2017). 
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Smith and Zhang (2009) suggest that there are plenty of studies conducted on the college 

transition, but there is insufficient literature that addresses the transition process. 

Purpose of the Study 

This study addresses the educational differences between high school and post-

secondary education. Working as an educator, it became evident that many high school 

students do not understand the entire college process. Further, they also shared their 

concerns about college readiness and questioned if their high school experiences prepared 

them to handle the rigors of a four-year university. By examining current McKinney High 

School college readiness programs, this study explores their effectiveness in assisting 

students transitions from a dependent atmosphere (high school) to an independent 

atmosphere (college). This qualitative case study examines student's struggles in 

preparing for the college transition and how imperative it is for that transition to begin in 

high school. 

This study examines several key factors that are imperative to understanding the 

importance of bridging high school and post-secondary education. A thorough analysis of 

McKinney's high school college readiness programs provides insight into how well the 

school is doing in preparing students for the college transition.  

The central research question of this study is: How prepared are McKinney High 

School students in their transition to college? The two subsequent research questions are. 

1. What school-based programs or strategies do former McKinney High School  
students identify that helped their college readiness and transition? 
 

2. What challenges did former McKinney HS students face in their transition to  
college for which they were unprepared? 
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Theoretical Framework 

This study employs two frameworks to assess the high school transition to 

college: Schlossberg’s Transition theory and Weidman’s Model of Undergraduate 

Socialization. Nancy Schlossberg’s Transition theory examines how a student’s 

conversion to post-secondary education impacts their adjustment and how well they 

conform to the alignment (Workman, 2015). The theory discusses the four S’s of 

transition: situation, self, support, and strategies. 

 Situation factors are elements such as timing, duration of transition, and 
one's experience with similar transitions. Self-factors describe the person 
experiencing the transition. These can include demographic characteristics such as 
age, race, or gender, and psychological characteristics such as optimism or self-
efficacy. Strategies refer to ways in which individuals cope with the transition. 
Support refers to people, organizations, or institutions the person turns to for help 
with the transition. (Workman, 2015, p. 1) 

 
Transition theory examines the variables of how well a college student adapts coming 

from high school (Anderson et al., 2016). This theory considers how a student perceives 

their experiences in high school that mold their development (McCoy, 2014). Transition 

theory provides an avenue for understanding the difficulties of life transitions and 

identifies the resources necessary for student success (Byrd, 2017). As students prepare 

for college, support and resources will be critical for student retainment. 

John Weidman redeveloped the Model of Undergraduate Socialization to include 

Input, Environment, and Outcome (I-E-O) factors in 1989 (Weidman, Bertha, & 

DeAngelo, 2014). Weidman’s model stems from Astin’s I-E-O model. Weidman took 

portions of that model to redesign his Undergraduate Socialization Model while 

preserving the continuity of his Undergraduate model with the emphasis on a student’s 

background and stakeholders’ presence. The input portion of the model is the main focus 

of this study, as this portion relates to a student’s background. In the model presented, a 
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student’s background consists of aptitude, preparation, diversity, and socioeconomic 

status (SES). The factors discussed, determine how much of an impact diversity in 

schools’ correlates to student performance (see Figure 1.1). Academic preparation is a 

factor that correlates with college drop-out rates and is crucial for bridging the gap 

between high school and post-secondary education. 

 

Figure 1.1. Weidman’s 2006 Model of Undergraduate Socialization (reproduced with 
permission from Weidman, 2014). 

 

Leaving the comfort of one’s home for college is a substantial life transition for 

high school students. Many of those students require an active support system to assist in 

the college transition. The theories mentioned above provide a gateway for understanding 

how crucial the transition to college is. Further, they require that educators, 
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administrators, parents, and higher education institutions focus on the student and their 

development leading up to college for overall college success. 

Research Design 

A qualitative, holistic, multiple case study, was the methodology used to study 

college readiness from the perception of former McKinney High School students. 

Qualitative research provided the latitude to understand how students have constructed 

their perceptions of college readiness (Merriam, 1998). I utilized two methods of 

collecting data. First, I used a 21 Likert-scaled questionnaire along with five short answer 

questions that 13 participants responded to. Next, five respondents were chosen to 

participant in semi-structured interviews that made up the individual case studies where 

further data was collected to construct a better understanding of the college transition 

process. The five case studies were all students who had some form of dual credit, AVID, 

or AP classes in high school that provided further understanding of the phenomenon of 

college readiness based on students’ perceptions. Each case individually and collectively 

provided thick-rich description of how they viewed their college readiness as a 

McKinney High School student. 

Definition of Key Terms 

Listed below are keynote terms, along with definitions that are present throughout 

this paper and that are relevant in understanding the problem. 

College Culture: Refers to the norms of academic, personal, and emotional responsibility 

of a post-secondary education student. 

College drop-out: Refers to a student who drops out of college between years one and 

two. 
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College-ready: “Is applied to students equipped with the knowledge and skills deemed 

essential for success in university and college programs without remedial courses” 

(TEA, 2019, p. 1). 

Compensatory education/courses: Are predominantly taken by underrepresented students 

because they struggle academically in regular core courses. 

Dependent atmosphere: The environment in which a high school student resides before 

college. It also references the need for supervision. 

Emotional Intelligence: The well-being of an individual as they deal with stressful 

experience and their ability to manage it. 

First-year transitional programs: Are designed for first-year students in college to assist 

in the crossover between high school and college. 

Independent atmosphere: The environment when a student lives on their own and is in 

charge of their decisions and future. 

Socialization: Is “the process by which persons acquire the knowledge, skills, and 

dispositions that make them more or less effective members of their society” 

(Weidman et al., 2014, p. 7). 

Transition: Is “any event, or nonevent, that results in changed relationships, routines, 

assumptions, and roles” (McCoy, 2014, p. 157). 

Conclusion 

 In conclusion, this problem of practice addresses the disparity between the 

academic readiness of high school students and the expectations of post-secondary 

education according to student perceptions. The continuous cycle of college students 

unprepared for post-secondary education led to many dropping out in their first year. In 
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the next chapter, I conducted a literature review about college readiness and the many 

factors associated in gauging how one will deal with the college transition.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Literature Review 
 

Introduction 

College transition and college success are broadly researched topics. There is still 

so much to learn about how high schools effectively prepare students for post-secondary 

education. The transition from a high school student to a college student is a gradual 

process, suggests Hunter (2006). For many people obtaining a college degree is a life-

long dream, except many students are unaware of the factors that impact this transition, 

such as high school academic performance and applying to college. The literature review 

explores the need for high schools to further develop a focus on the college transition 

process. Many students struggle in their first year of college for various reasons. This 

chapter examines the gaps in the college transition process through the lens of existent 

studies about college readiness and preparation. 

This literature review began by evaluating the college drop-out rates and the 

factors that contribute to first-year college students dropping out. After assessing the 

factors that lead to college drop-outs, the review of the literature will survey what four-

year universities are doing to facilitate a reduction in the college drop-out rates. Finally, 

the evaluation of the literature will examine what high schools are doing to assist students 

in transitioning to a four-year university. With these three key ideas in mind, it is vital to 

analyze the relationship between high schools and four-year universities and how these 

ideas assist students in preparation for post-secondary education. Baber (2014) quoting 

the former President Barak Obama: “in a global economy where the most valuable skill 
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you can sell is your knowledge, a good education is no longer just a pathway to 

opportunity-it is a pre-requisite” (p. 1109). A college education is a crucial and often a 

necessary entity that a student can possess for a purposeful future. As high school 

students prepare for the next phase of their lives, many will choose to attend college, and 

that decision can be overwhelming. So overwhelming that a student with a dream of 

obtaining a college degree not prepared for the rigors of college will struggle with college 

success. 

The College Drop-Out Rates 

Assessing college dropout rates is crucial in understanding the relational gap 

between high school and college. Going to college can be exciting yet filled with the 

unknown as students make the transition from a dependent atmosphere (high school) to 

an independent atmosphere (college). Research states, “Transition to a university is a 

major life change for the young” (Lu, 1994, p.81). During this crucial and pivotal 

moment in a young person’s life, students often need mentorship and guidance to help 

them reach their intended goal of obtaining a college degree. Educating high school 

seniors on the rigors of the college spectrum is imperative in understanding the many 

factors that contribute to the college dropout rate. 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), in 2010, of the 

students enrolled in a four-year university, only 40% of both male and female students 

had obtained a college degree. When student’s dropout out of college, it typically occurs 

in their first year. Stratton et al. (2007) indicate that many of those students will not 

return later to complete their college degree. Up to 30% of freshman students will not 

return to post-secondary education (DeBarard et al., 2012). The American Institutes for 
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Research (2011), reported that 500,000 college students did not earn a degree within six 

years of the 1.1 million students who had enrolled in a four-year university. 

First-generation students are entering college at higher rates but are struggling 

academically. One in six college students is a first-generation student (Stephens et al., 

2012). Many first-generation college students possess a higher risk of dropping out 

(Smith & Zhang, 2009). Petty (2014) states that “43% of first-generation students who 

enrolled in post-secondary education did not finish” (p. 257). Yet despite the many 

challenges they face, they are just as motivated to graduate (Stephens et al., 2012). First-

generation students require additional guidance from high school educators about college 

readiness.  

College dropout rates impact not only the student but also the institution. 

Institutions not only lose money but importantly, their most valuable resource, the 

student. DeBerard et al. (2012) notes, “an estimated 40% of college students will leave 

higher education without getting a degree” (p. 66). Many institutions understand that 

college dropout rates are an issue in higher education. They also understand that 

individuals without degrees deplete the economy of educated professionals. The decision 

to drop out can be such a devasting blow to a student, that it could influence their 

decision to return to school. 

 
Assessing Drop-Out Rates Amongst Racial Minority and Majority (White) Groups 
 

Many minority racial students enroll in higher education. Baber (2014) stated that 

“Overall, African Americans males comprise just 36% of the total African American 

college enrollment” (p. 1097). Although minority racial students are increasing their 
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presence in higher education and are motivated to obtain a college degree, they also 

experience higher dropout rates in college. 

Many studies show that there is a significant disparity between the minority Black 

and majority White students and how their experiences in education differ significantly 

(Baber, 2014). Analyzing educational experiences among minority students is crucial in 

determining college completion. In 2010, the NCES (see Table 2.1) reported that of the 

40% of graduating college students, 45% of those students were White, and only 21.4% 

are Black. However, 55.8% of students that started in the cohort together in 2010 took an 

additional year to graduate from college, with the number of White people at 60.3% and 

Blacks at only 35%. Racial minority students often lack understanding of the college 

application process, college expectations, and knowledge of the college culture. There, 

they rely heavily on high school administrators, teachers, and counselors to assist them in 

the college transition and application process. Zhang and Smith (2011) stated that, “Black 

students were more likely than Whites to use guidance counselors in high school and 

orientation programs in college” (p. 833). Guidance counselors and college counselors 

are a resource for all students who require assistance in the college application or college 

readiness process. Educators in the high school environment, have a significant 

opportunity to assist students of color in learning how to navigate the complicated 

process of the college transition and see past the stereotypes that suggest students of color 

cannot succeed in higher education (Baber 2014).
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Table 2.1 

Table of National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 2010 by Ethnic Groups 

(Reproduced with permission from NCES, 2010) 

 

 

Ethnic Groups Total White Black Hispanic Asian 
Pacific 
Islander 

American 
Indian/ 
Alaska Native 

Two or 
More 

Races 

Non- 
Resident 

Alien 
Graduating within four years after  
start, males and females 

2 3 4 5 7 8 9 10 11 

1996 starting cohort 33.7 36.3 19.5 22.8 --- --- 18.8 --- 41.7 
2000 starting cohort 36.1 38.9 21.2 25.8 --- --- 21.0 --- 41.9 
2002 starting cohort 36.6 39.6 20.5 26.6 --- --- 20.6 --- 39.1 
2003 starting cohort 37.0 40.2 20.2 26.7 --- --- 20.6 --- 39.4 
2004 starting cohort 38.0 41.3 20.5 27.9 --- --- 21.8 --- 43.7 
2005 starting cohort 38.3 41.8 20.2 28.2 45.5 22.2 21.8 44.1 44.0 
2006 starting cohort 39.1 42.7 20.6 29.3 46.4 24.2 21.9 46.6 44.1 
2007 starting cohort 39.4 43.3 20.8 29.8 46.7 25.9 23.0 49.1 44.6 
2008 starting cohort 39.8 43.7 21.4 30.4 47.7 26.7 23.0 46.5 46.4 
2009 starting cohort 39.9 44.2 20.6 30.7 49.5 26.7 24.0 41.0 49.1 
2010 starting cohort 40.7 45.4 21.2 31.7 50.2 31.0 22.7 39.6 50.1 
2011 starting cohort 41.6 46.3 21.5 32.5 50.7 30.9 21.6 38.3 50.8 
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Having an active support group dramatically increases a student transition to be 

smoother than those who do not have one. The student-faculty relationship, as mentioned 

in Turner and Thompson (2014), also impacts student retention. Building relationships 

with students foster open lines of communication. The high school process of college 

preparation is vital to students of racial minority groups because they require additional 

guidance in navigating the college process (Conteras, 2017). Zhang and Smith (2011) 

concluded that: 

Mothers provided the greatest amount of help and were the most helpful resource 
in the transition process, followed by high school teachers, fathers, friends, and 
high school guidance counselors. College academic advisors provided the least 
amount of help and that fathers of Black students provided substantially less 
encouragement for rigorous course work and academic achievement. (p. 833)  
 

 Many racial minority students lack a parental figure with a college degree. 

Therefore, they will seek additional assistance in the pursuit of a college education while 

being encouraged to pursue their college aspirations (Baber, 2014). The college process 

begins in high school for all students, regardless of ethnicity. The courses that a student 

enrolls in is crucial in building the necessary foundation for a successful college 

transition to reduce the college drop-out rates that plague many first-year college 

students. 

 

Factors That Contribute to the College Drop-Out Rates  
 

This section examines college readiness, academic rigor, and the emotional 

intelligence that impacts college drop-out rates. Assessing college drop-out rates are 

essential because of the impact that they have on students and the economy. Many factors 

affect college students not finishing college. Stratton et al. (2018) determined that, aside 

from financial burden, a student’s course load/work and their inability to perform well 
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academically are vital factors of a student dropping out of college. Life transition also 

played an instrumental role in student retention, aside from academics.  

College readiness preparation begins in high school. Preparation starts with high 

school class selection, SAT preparation, and extracurricular activities that a student 

partakes in that consummates a students’ academic resume for the college application 

process. College can be a stressful time in a young person’s life. In 2011, “more than 

70% of young Americans were enrolled in some form of advanced education, but only 

half of those students finished a four-year degree” (Jones, 2011, p. 2). Not knowing how 

to deal with such stressors can hinder student performance. The coursework of a college 

student differs significantly from that of a high school student. One of the many reasons 

that college students struggle academically is because of the misalignment of the high 

school curriculum, therefore, requiring students to take remedial courses (Bailey et al., 

2002). Jones (2011) stated, “that college students lack the ‘know-how’ on how to direct 

their own progress” (p. 4). Some students, with guidance from parents, understand the 

importance of strategically selecting their courses in high school to set themselves up for 

academic rigor that is atypical of their graduation requirements.  

If a student lacks a robust academic ethic in high school, then they will likely 

struggle with their course work in college. Dannenberg and Muggleston (2017), argued 

that “a large percentage of high school graduates are unprepared for college” (p. 2). Upon 

entry into college, some students may lack the required entry-level core classes and will 

have to enroll in remedial English and math courses. DeBerard et al. (2012) stated that 

students who performed poorly in their first year of college were more likely to not return 

to school. Many students struggle academically to meet the educational expectations of a 
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four-year university. Budny and Paul (2003), portray the high school dependent 

environment as structured with assigned scheduled classes. When they transition to an 

independent environment that lacks structure, students tend to struggle with being 

independent. First-year college students must learn how to manage their time (Budny & 

Paul, 2003). A stout academic ethic is a contributing factor in college success among 

students of color. Zhang and Smith (2011) “found that 15% of Black students and 8.3% 

of White college students, exhibited a strong academic ethic in high school” (p. 838). 

Possessing a robust academic ethic in high school also suggests that students would have 

a strong academic ethic in college. 

Another factor that impacts the college dropout rate is emotional intelligence. 

Mozhan et al. (2013) state, “emotional intelligence is crucial to a student’s personal 

health and college success” (p. 304). Emotional intelligence equates to the maturity level 

of a person. The more mature a student is, the more likely they are to be able to cope with 

the stresses that inhibit transitioning to a new environment. Research shows that students 

who do not know how to manage their stress and anxiety will have a difficult time 

meeting life’s most challenging moment (Garcia & Pekrum, 2010). Students will endure 

more than usual stress levels as they transition to college. As the transition from home to 

the dorms and high school to college unfolds, the feelings of being overwhelmed by the 

unfamiliar cities or towns can cause elevated anxiety and stress. Research by Hicks and 

Heastie (2008) indicated that “life transitions, such as moving away from home to 

college, create valuable opportunities for growth and change while also potentially 

heightening self-doubt and disappointment, and even encouraging self-defeating habits” 

(p.143). Students should be able to recognize their strengths and weakness in all aspects 
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of college life. Jaeger and Eagan indicated that the ability to deal with stressful situations 

allows learners to “manage the anxiety of tests, deadlines, competing priorities, and 

personal crises” (p. 527). College life can be stressful, and some may manage stress very 

well compared to others who lack those emotional abilities. Three key elements predicted 

substantial academic attainment, according to Jaeger and Eagan (2007), they are: 

“interpersonal, stress management, and adaptability” (p. 527). High school is a very 

different atmosphere from college. Therefore, the growth and development of high school 

students is imperative and continuously evolving. Adaptability is a crucial element to 

student transition success because many students struggle with being accepted for who 

and what they are. Hicks and Heastie (2007) convey how life transitions assist students in 

the molding and establishing their identities. Freshman college students are apprehensive 

about being accepted by other college students. The idea of not fitting in is 

understandable, given the sizable variation from a dependent environment to an 

independent environment.  

All of the stressors mentioned above are the everyday issues that college students 

must endure and learn to adapt to for college completion. Yet, many students are 

uncertain about going to college. Students who were accustomed to moving around a lot 

found adjusting to the college atmosphere not as unsettling compared to those who came 

from a more stable environment. 

After a student drops out of college, the repercussions of that decision can have a 

significant impact on their life emotionally and economically. The implications of that 

decision can leave a student with feelings of inadequacy and struggling to find 

employment sufficient enough to cover the daily costs of living to include any student 
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loans that they may have procured. If a student fails to complete their four-year college 

degree, they are more than likely to struggle to maintain a steady income and a career. 

According to Blaug (1976) and the Human Capital Theory, a human being’s life is worth 

more if they are educated based upon the easily observable measure of having a college 

degree. The more diverse skillset a person possesses, the more marketable they are 

according to theory. 

Students who drop out of college also struggle to repay their student loans, thus 

impacting their decision to return only to incur additional student loan debt. Tuition rates 

at a four-year university vary from year to year and school to school. A public school’s 

tuition rate may be lower than that of a private school and should be a factor to consider 

if a student is assuming financial responsibility. Students who did not obtain a 

scholarship to assist in the offset of the monetary cost of attending a four-year university 

will also struggle with the idea of student loan debts and the repayment after school. 

Students from a low SES are more than likely to be most impacted by the financial stress 

of attending a four-year university, as founded in Oymak (2018). 

Transition to college is an all-encompassing crucial moment that requires an 

individual to be academically and emotionally ready. Mohzan et al. (2013) state that 

“there has been substantial evidence proving that being emotionally intelligent can help 

individuals excel through life transitions starting from high school to college” (p.304). 

Other factors to consider during transition is the process of getting to college. Many first-

generation students struggle with the change because of economic, social, and cultural 

factors that surround them. Although universities are actively pursuing studies of how to 

bridge the gap amongst first-generation students, social inequalities play a pivotal role in 
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college transition contends Stephens et al., (2012). Finally, parental support is crucial. 

First-generation students who do not have parents with a college degree are unable to 

assist in understanding the college process and transition. “Research points to parents as 

important factors facilitating the transition from high school to college” (Zhang & Smith, 

2011, p. 843). Not only do students need to be academically prepared to attend college, 

but they need to have the right state of mind to be able to manage the many demands of 

being a first-year college student. 

 
Summary of College Drop-Out Rates 
 

The importance of addressing the college dropout rate is a two-fold issue. First 

and foremost, is the individual student and student diversity. Many students enroll in a 

four-year university only to drop out either during or after their first year. It is essential to 

analyze how a high school student accustomed to going to school for eight hours a day, 

every day, transitions to a schedule that is more dependent on their performance. 

Additionally, Bailey et al. (2002) addresses the misalignment of high school and post-

secondary education and the role it plays in student transition. Due to the academic rigor 

of post-secondary education, many students are not prepared to meet such demands. High 

schools must prepare students who are ready to meet the demanding academic rigors of a 

four-year college. Mozhan et al. (2013) assert that “emotional knowledge, skills, and 

intelligence do play a significant role in attaining higher academic achievements and 

improving the quality of education” (p. 306). In hopes of becoming college graduates, 

high school students should prepare for the rigors of collegiate level academia. High 

schools and post-secondary education need to assess the reasons why students are 

unprepared to deal with those hardships of college transition. Leary and DeRosier (2012) 
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found that stress increased the likelihood of a first-year student becoming a dropout. High 

schools have the resources to assist in reducing non-financial issues that arise and impact 

the college completion rate. 

The second issue in addressing the college dropout rate impacts the economy. 

Baber (2014) noted in his study that “economists predict a need for 22 million new post-

secondary degrees over the next decade, suggesting that if current college attainment 

trends continue” (p. 1097). Students who do not complete their degree hinder themselves 

from entering professional positions that require academic credentials. Stratton et al. 

(2007) insists that “the college attrition rate is a substantial concern to policymakers 

entrusted with investing taxpayer’s money as well as to economist interested in 

educational attainment and earnings opportunities” (p. 319). The college dropout rate 

impacts the university in a loss of funds. According to Blaug (1976), the human capital 

theory is “the investment of human beings” (p. 827). High schools should be aware of the 

significant impact it has on helping students bridge the gap between high school and 

college to help reduce the college dropout rate. Baber (2014) denotes that “for students, 

having a teacher who demonstrates a strong belief in them as potential college students-

through words or actions-is an important part of their aspirational development” (p. 

1102). One significant job of high school educators is to ensure that all students leave 

high school with a clear understanding of the college process and help pave a path for 

students to meet those expectations. Not all students are equipped to navigate the college 

process and may require additional assistance in understanding the college expectation 

and process. The dropout rates of first-year college students should be addressed not only 

at a four-year university but also in high school. 



23 

Analyzing First-Year College Initiatives 

In the early 1980s, post-secondary education researchers began to focus their 

research efforts on first-year student attrition rates. Their efforts concluded that to 

decrease first-year attrition universities needed to increase the focus of first-year 

initiatives. Post-secondary academic support staff noticed an increase of students 

returning for subsequent years that had partaken in first-year initiatives. The outcome of 

the first-year transition initiatives provided the rationale for universities to develop 

transition programs for incoming freshman college students (Hunter, 2006). The increase 

was so significant that more universities recognized the benefits and developed first-year 

initiatives for college students (Goodman & Pascarella, 2006). The emphasis on first-year 

transition programs includes increasing student involvement and acclimation. 

Universities often utilized “summer orientation for new students, support groups and 

first-semester seminars” (Leary & DeRosier, 2012, p. 1218) to assist student transition 

from high school to college. 

 
Exploring First-Year Transitional Programs 

The transition from high school to a four-year university can be stressful and 

challenging experience for students. First-year transitional programs, according to 

Goodman and Pascarella (2006), “have become ubiquitous in the past two decades” (p. 

26). Universities have recognized the importance of first-year transitional programs and 

how it attributes to increased student achievement, adaptation, and retention. However, 

not every first-year transition program is successful, contends Hunter (2006).  

Many universities have designed first-year transition programs to assist first-year 

college students. Many first-year transition programs focus on the total immersion of the 
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student into the campus culture. Universities that have a first-year transition program 

showed that approximately 51% of first-year college students had partaken in the 

program (Bates & Bourke, 2016). Universities understand the importance of retaining 

college students and their purpose of obtaining a college degree. The design of first-year 

programs involves strategic planning that incorporates maximum participation in student 

inclusion and involvement. Hunter (2006) uses the analogy of how first-year programs 

with college students relate to persons who join the military. Before an individual can run 

on the battlefield, they must first learn the fundamentals of battle by first attending boot 

camp. The analogy describes the importance of integrating students in every aspect of the 

college culture. 

According to Pike and Kuh (2005) Student Development Theory, the more 

immersed a student feels into the environment of the university, the more likely they are 

to be involved. “Co-curricular activities, such as student organizations, leadership 

positions, and activity in campus residence halls, has a positive correlation with retention 

and academics” (Pike & Kuh, 2005, p.186). Universities understand that their most 

valuable resource is the student, and, therefore, recognize the importance of having 

transition programs. However, transition programs need to be distinctive in their 

outcomes and focused on more than student involvement initiatives. It is imperative to 

focus on how to ease incoming college students into the campus culture while 

minimizing the stress factor.  

 
Program Effectiveness 

Although many universities have implemented their versions of first-year 

transition programs, it is essential to examine the effectiveness of student transition 
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programs. Transition programs should be more than just settling into college and 

increasing familiarity with the campus, especially with students from diverse 

backgrounds. Zhang and Smith (2007) confirm that the focus of college transition is 

imperative and exceedingly studied but that “few of them have focused on how students 

perceive factors that influence their transition experience” (p. 830).  

Consideration of student needs, as discussed in Leary and DeRosier (2012), is 

imperative in understanding their first-year experience. For instance, students of color 

may require additional guidance when it comes to transition. Many students of color are 

often first-generation college students. The designers of these transition programs often 

fail to grasp the cultural aspect of students of color, first-generation students, and their 

emotional well-being. Not every student has the same challenges during the transition. 

Research shows that students with parents who did not attend college are often less 

knowledgeable about the college process than those students whose parents attended 

college (Zhang & Smith, 2011). Therefore, students with parents with no college 

experience will seek resources to provide them with the knowledge of the college 

application process and assistance in applying to school. 

Transitions of any kind result in stress. Studies show that “during the transition 

from the high school environment, students often experience personal and emotional 

problems, global psychological distress, somatic distress, anxiety, low self-esteem, and 

depression” (Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994, as cited in Hicks & Heastie, 2008, p. 143). 

First-year transition programs typically focus on campus culture and student involvement 

but fail to encompass the emotional being of the students during their transition, as stated 

in Leary and DeRosier (2012). Leaving home for unfamiliar territory is challenging; 
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some will ease into college with no problems, and others will struggle, thus challenging 

the notion for non-academic factors to be considered during their transition. Budny and 

Paul (2003) discuss the level of maturity necessary to function as an independent person. 

Students making their own decisions without parental guidance can be difficult and often 

need to seek assistance from peers and faculty advisors. 

There is a lack of sufficient data to gauge the effectiveness of these transition 

programs. Research shows that transition programs tend to primarily focus on the 

services, activities, and campus facilities. DeBerard et al. (2012) suggest, “there is a 

consistent relationship between college academic achievement and retention, with higher-

performing students persisting in their studies to a greater degree than their lower-

achieving cohorts” (p. 67). The more effort a student puts into learning and their 

educational process in high school, the more likely they will succeed in college. 

However, college is not just about academic performance; the emotional well-being of 

first-year college students is essential for their successes and persistence.  

 
Summary of First-Year Initiatives 
 

The literature shows that post-secondary educators are proactive by developing 

transition programs to retain college students beyond their first year. However, not all 

transition programs have proven to be effective. The transition process should involve 

more than just knowing about campus life. It should also focus on how to truly assist 

students as they transition from a dependent environment to an independent environment. 

First-year initiative programs for college students should concentrate on the adaptation 

and resilience qualities mentioned in Leary and DeRosier (2012). These two essential 
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qualities are necessary for an individual to develop to have a positive outlook on the 

college transition and ultimately graduate. 

College Preparation 

High schools serve many purposes. One of high school’s most prominent task is 

as a gateway to post-secondary education by focusing on academically preparing students 

for future ventures. High school curriculum quality and requirements vary from state to 

state and school district to school district. Not all students get the same education in high 

school related to college readiness. Most schools provide students the opportunity to 

partake in college preparation courses. Of the many programs that exist for college 

readiness in high schools, this section will examine the Advancement via Individual 

Determination (AVID) and dual credit opportunities. AVID and dual credit classes offer 

students unique opportunities that students not enrolled in those specific classes, with 

post-secondary educational take-aways. “Many first-year students find that their college 

courses are fundamentally different from their high school courses” (Conley, 2007a, p. 

23). First-year college students need to understand the importance of maintaining a level 

of rigorousness that correlates to collegiate level tenets to perform well academically. 

One of the stressors that Leary and DeRosier (2012) cite as a factor that first-year college 

students struggle with during their transition to college is the “demanding academic 

pressure” (p. 1216). Students who participate in AVID and dual credit courses are well 

prepared in dealing with the academic pressure due to the design and the overall 

stipulated outcome of being a college preparation program. High schools that offer these 

programs to students only impact a small portion of the student population.  
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AVID and its Impact 
 

In 1980, a high school in California designed the AVID program. The initial 

design of the program tailored to students from low-income SES and or underachieving 

students with the potential to go to college to assist them in college preparation. The 

goals of the AVID program are as follows: 

Accelerate underachieving students who have potential into more rigorous 
courses, teach academic and social skills not targeted in other classes, provided 
intensive support with in-class tutors and a strong student-teacher relationship and 
develop a sense of hope and personal achievement through hard work and 
determination. (AVID.org, 2019) 
 

AVID is an elective course that provides students the structure necessary for college 

readiness. It also helps students to develop critical skills of note-taking, test-taking, and 

valuable writing tutorials to improve skills that may be underdeveloped. High school 

students fail to recognize how crucial these skills are in college (Black et al., 2013). 

Students who are unable to enroll in AVID because they do not meet the prerequisites are 

missing very vital skills of college readiness, suggests Bernhardt (2013). The academic 

rigor that a student possesses is an indicator of a student’s performance at a four-year 

university. AVID students gain a better understanding of college expectations.  

AVID assists in establishing critical academic skills that all high school students 

need to develop to deal with the academic pressures of post-secondary education. 

However, only the students enrolled in the AVID benefit. Some students enrolled in the 

AVID program are recommended to the program by educators (Bernhardt, 2013). Due to 

the nature and rigor of the program, AVID students have expressed an interest in going to 

college but require further academic assistance to guide them. The AVID program can be 

useful to assist all students in college readiness, yet not every student can enroll in AVID 
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due to restrictions of the program. AVID is a program for underrepresented groups such 

as first-generation college potentials. Students must sign a contract along with their 

parents and agree to enroll in Pre-AP or AP courses. According to AVID.org, in the state 

of Texas, Hispanic and African Americans are the majority of the AVID population (see 

Figure 2.1) in the AVID program, with 85% of the AVID students applying to a four-year 

university. Many African Americans are also first-generation students. First-generation 

students benefit from AVID because of the skillset they obtain necessary for college 

success. 

 

 
Figure 2.1. Percentage of student enrollment in AVID based on ethnic identity 
(Reproduced with permission from AVID, 2019). 

 
 

Although AVID provides a rigorous academic exposure to underrepresented 

students about the expectations of four-year colleges, many other students are missing out 

on this resource. AVID provides students with college-level entry skills for student 

success in post-secondary education. Bailey et al. (2002) assert that students have 

expectations for their future but are unsure of how to implement a course of action. Due 

to the rise of first-generation students entering college, AVID is a critical program that 

assists in bridging the gap between high school and college expectations. 
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Dual Credit Courses 
 

Dual credit courses offer students a two-fold opportunity. First, high school 

students can take a college course earning college credits, and secondly, dual credit 

courses provide high school students exposure and insight into the college atmosphere. 

Dual credit courses are college courses available to high school students by schools who 

partner with local colleges to provide such opportunities. In 2013, the NCES reported that 

more than 2 million high school students enrolled in dual credit courses across the nation 

(Schachter, 2014). Enrollment in dual credit courses requires students to meet a variety of 

course prerequisites, thus limiting student enrollments.  

The course work in college is often more rigorous than that of a typical high 

school course. Therefore, dual credit students must be prepared to conduct themselves as 

college student. At the beginning of the term, college professors provide college students 

a course syllabus that details their expectations, assignments, and course outline. High 

school students will experience unwavering deadlines, requesting office hours with the 

professor should they require assistance or tutoring, to sitting in class for two to three 

hours at a time. Ultimately, high school students graduate with college credits. 

Recognized as one of the leading states in the country, Texas is heavily involved in the 

offering of dual credit courses to high school students (Schachter, 2014). However, a 

significant advantage of the dual credit program is that a high school student has the 

possibility of obtaining an Associate's degree upon graduation from high school. 

However, just because a high school has a dual credit program does not equate to 

success. According to Schachter (2014), a Columbia researcher studying dual credit 
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programs claimed that the design of the program is crucial in assessing outcomes and the 

effectiveness on high school students.  

Schachter (2014) stated that only 54% of students who enrolled in dual-credit 

courses earned a college degree. In comparison, 37% of students who had not taken a 

dual-credit class still obtained a college degree. The issue is that students are missing out 

on classes that can assist in college readiness. High schools with dual credit programs 

offer students the opportunity to challenge themselves academically and can assist in 

their emotional development (Bailey et al., 2002). 

 
The Importance of High Schools Assisting Students Transition to College 
 

High schools play a pivotal role in assisting students as they prepare for college. 

“Students drop out in part because they are not developing the skills, they need to 

succeed in school—writing, spelling, basic math computation” (McCarthy & Kuh, 2006, 

p. 664). Many high schools provide AVID and dual credit courses to support students in 

preparation for college. However, schools in urban and rural areas may lack these critical 

resources of college preparation (Bernhardt, 2013). Not all students enrolled in AVID and 

or dual credit are successful. The academic rigor of a college-level course can leave 

students who struggle in them to question their confidence in academics. 

In a survey given by the College and Career Readiness to 165,000 high school 

students across the United States, only 45% of students felt prepared to begin their first 

year of college (Leal, 2015). High schools need to re-evaluate how they are serving the 

larger body of students. Rodriquez et al. (2017) assess the substantial differences between 

high school and college. First, they assessed content versus skills. In high school, 

teachers teach students how to build skills, for instance, how to read. The 



32 

underdevelopment of reading skills in high school equates to challenges in understanding 

content while still developing their reading skills suggests Rodriquez et al. (2013). 

Professors in higher education expect that high school students should have obtained 

specific academic skills conducive to learning in higher education. 

Secondly, deadline policies appeared to differ significantly from high school to 

college. In high school, deadlines are flexible and rarely upheld. “College readiness is a 

complex and multifaceted concept that includes students’ knowledge and skills, 

behaviors, attitudes” (Conley, 2007b, See Figure 2. 2). 

 

 

Figure 2.2. Facets of college readiness (Reproduced with Permission by D.T. Conley, 
2007b). 
 

In college, deadlines seemed to be continuously reinforced with first-year students 

and with little flexibility. Rodriquez et al. (2013) determined that there is a significant 

disconnect between high school and college on this policy. High school teachers 

recognize the importance of deadlines because they understand college expectations. In 
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many instances, deadlines become obsolete to afford students every opportunity to 

complete assignments. However, first-year college students struggle with meeting 

deadlines because of little flexibility (Rodriquez et al. 2013). 

Thirdly, the course load of high school and college students differ significantly. 

Conley (2007a) outlines faster pace courses and homework load as an essential difference 

between high school and college. In high school, students are assigned a book from the 

prescribed reading list to read over a period. College students are required to read several 

chapters at a time from several textbooks in a week as part of the course preparation for 

the next class meeting. Schachter (2014) reported that students struggle with time 

management. Time management is a crucial factor in college academics and can be 

difficult to develop if they do not know how to manage their time. Students who were 

“A” students in their core content courses did not score an A in their dual credit course 

reports Schachter (2014); instead, they were “C” students. Budny and Paul (2003) 

reinforce the need to spend even more time on homework a day than they would have 

spent in a week. For example, if a student spent 56 hours a week on homework in high 

school, a college student should spend that amount on homework in a day. 

The literature concludes that the relationship between high schools and 

universities needs addressing to produce more four-year college graduates (Rodriquez et 

al., 2013). Although a complete transition in high school is not possible, students should 

leave high school with the skills necessary to be academically successful in college. 

Conley (2007a) “suggests that one of the major reasons that students falter in college are 

the gaps between their high school experiences and college expectations” (p. 23). Many 
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researchers have echoed this same sentiment and continue to explore the increasing 

demand to parallel high school expectations to college ones. 

 
High School Academic Preparation 
 

Before high schools can understand the transition process, they first need to 

understand the factors associated with the college drop-out rates. There are many 

fundamental differences between high school and college. The literature suggests that 

many students who enter college are not academically prepared. High school students did 

not take the courses necessary to be able to perform in a rigorous academic atmosphere. 

Bernhardt (2013) discusses the differences between compensatory educational courses 

and advanced-level courses. Many college students are required to take remedial courses 

to increase their skills or knowledge of a particular subject. Studies showed that Math and 

English courses were the two subjects in which college students struggled in the most 

(Conley, 2007a). 

Remedial education courses are considered slow-paced. The reduced curriculum 

assists underachieving students in developing specific skills, as defined by Mehan et al. 

(1994). Students in compensatory classes may struggle to catch up to their peers. 

Therefore, they are most likely to continue in compensatory courses throughout their high 

school career. These students will barely meet graduation requirements because of their 

inability to break-free into regular or advanced classes. 

English courses in college differ significantly from those in high school. Conley 

(2007a) insists that the writing skills of students need more attention and development in 

high school. College students tend to write a lot more than when they were in high 

school. College students edit and revise their papers for resubmission, compared to 
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turning in papers in high school for a grade (Conley, 2007a). Shifting the thought process 

of a student in high school is critical to building upon their problem-solving abilities. 

Mathematics should aim to develop not only problem-solving skills but also ensure every 

student has grasped the concepts and principles of Algebra. Further, college students who 

failed their mathematic courses several times were at a higher risk of dropping out of 

school (Cohen, 2017). 

Educational experiences differ from student to student, and according to Padget et 

al. (2010), teachers are the biggest influencers on student academic success with ethnicity 

having an impact on student performance in the classroom. Students require as much 

guidance as possible, especially those students who are first-generation college aspiring 

students. Smith and Zhang (2009) concluded that high school teachers and guidance 

counselors were the second most impactful resource that high school students seek out 

for assistance with college-related concerns of admissions and transition. 

High school administrators, educators, and counselors play such a pivotal role in 

high school students’ lives. Students will solicit the knowledge from the resources 

available to guide them with the college process. Colleges have elevated expectations that 

high school students must meet to obtain a college degree. The literature further discusses 

the need for a more intense academic curriculum that mirrors the expectations of a four-

year college in high school, and the quality of that curriculum is imperative. 

 

Summary of College Preparation 
 

With a drastic increase in the motivational level of high school student’s desire to 

attend college, the focus of assisting all students seeking to attend a four-year university 

and obtain a Bachelor’s degree. Dual credits courses and AVID programs are great 
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exposure in catching a glimpse of the expectations of the college atmosphere. Not all 

students will be successful in AVID or dual credit courses. The information and skills 

they provide to students are pertinent to all high school students. However, access to 

these courses may not be available to all students, especially those in urban or rural areas 

(Bernhardt, 2013). Some students will not have room on their high school schedule to 

enroll in dual credit courses or the financial means to pay for such classes. 

Conclusion 

The student transition process from high school student to a college student is 

broad. It requires high school students to remain focused on academic and personal 

growth necessary for post-secondary education. No transition is straightforward; 

however, DeBerard et al. (2012) discuss how stressful freshman year can be for most 

college students. The established consensus is that high schools are not ensuring 

matriculation from high school to college for all aspiring college students. Instead, the 

transition to college needs to begin before entering college in their first year. The lack of 

literature suggests that collaboration between high school and post-secondary needs 

addressing. (Bailey et al., 2002). High schools should provide opportunities for students 

to grow not only academically but emotionally. For a student to be successful in college, 

their social and emotional well-being is crucial in academics. Zhang and Smith (2009) 

concluded that “students who possessed an academic ethic in high school were more 

likely to make a smoother transition to college and were more likely to possess an 

academic ethic in college” (p. 829). For high school students to hold themselves 

academically accountable may not be the only factor for a smooth transition. There are 

many other factors to consider such as the impact of parents, teachers, and counselors to 
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facilitates the transition necessary from high school to college (Zhang & Smith, 2011). 

Positive reinforcement is imperative for students to achieve their intended goals of 

completing a four-year college degree. 

Studies show that AVID programs assist students greatly in preparation for the 

academic rigor expected of a four-year college student to obtain a degree. However, some 

pertinent issues with the AVID program are that not every school is fortunate enough to 

have one. Some AVID programs require students to interview for the course before 

enrollment. The resources and knowledge that AVID provides are crucial as they mold 

high school students with the skillset necessary of college students. 

Dual credit enrollments only account for a small number of students who 

completed a four-year college degree program. Dual credit students can graduate from 

high school and also obtain a two-year college degree at the same time. The effectiveness 

of the dual credit programs has accounted for 54% of students earning a college degree; 

of that number, half of those were awarded a college degree from a four-year university 

(Schacter, 2014). 

The literature shows that one of the main reasons why students do not transition 

well is the lack of emotional intelligence. Emotional intelligence is a crucial factor aside 

from academics that impacts a student’s ability to endure the college transition. Mohzan 

et al. (2013) state, “emotional intelligence is associated with career and personal life 

success, including success in the academe” (p. 305). What the research does not show is 

how to develop emotional intelligence or maturity, it only proved to be crucial in college 

retention. 
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Most students with the right academic rigor and skillset can be successful in 

college. Baber (2014) concludes that “underlying the goal of increasing educational 

attainment in the United States is the significant influence of a knowledgeable citizenry 

on continued economic and social development” (p. 1109). A student’s skillset can 

provide students with opportunities that their parents did not achieve. Obtaining a college 

degree offers “an engine of economic mobility” (Dannenberg & Mugglestone, 2017, p. 

8), especially for the underrepresented minority and first-generation groups. Bailey et al. 

(2002) concluded that there is a continuous and upward improvement in preparing high 

school graduates. Resources in education are continuously evaluated for effectiveness. 

High school educators and college faculty members have discussed ways they can 

facilitate the high school environment to the college rigor, contends Rodriquez et al. 

(2017). More action is necessary to bridge the gap between high school and post-

secondary education. There is a considerable amount of literature that supports the 

importance of the transition to college. Most importantly, the research also shows that 

indeed a gap between high school and a four-year university does exist (Rodriquez et al, 

2017). Conley (2007a) challenges high schools to reassess their curriculums and for 

realignment of their curriculum and work to align their curriculum with increasing 

college readiness. 

There are a variety of causes that lead to difficulties of transitioning from a 

dependent environment to an independent environment. Bailey et al. (2002) agreed that 

the “transition from high school to college is an unsuccessful one for many students” (p. 

4). Students not in AVID or dual credit may lack information about how to apply for 

college, the financial responsibility of using for financial aid, and understanding the 
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college culture. While some students may leave high school with an understanding of the 

college expectations, many more will lack that knowledge. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Methodology 
 

Introduction 

The literature review concluded three main points. First, that students in high 

school college preparatory classes experience more of an opportunity to develop crucial 

soft skills such as critical thinking, time management, and adaptability necessary for first-

year college success. And that students in college preparation classes receive more 

exposure to college-level expectations. Secondly, that there is insufficient data 

concerning the effectiveness of first-year college transition programs. And finally, that 

students entering post-secondary education have yet to develop soft skills such as critical 

writing skills required for collegiate-level courses.  

This study gauged the perceptions of former McKinney High School students 

about college readiness. In addition, this study highlighted some fundamental differences 

between high school and post-secondary education. An assessment of former McKinney 

High School students about college readiness and preparation was critical in 

understanding the college drop-out rate. The frameworks of Weidman’s Model of 

Undergraduate Socialization (Weidman et al., 2014) and the Transition Theory by Nancy 

Schlossberg (Workman, 2015), provided a lens in analyzing the college readiness and 

transition. While addressing the gap between high school and post-secondary education 

in reducing the college drop-out rates, particularly in a student’s first year, it was critical 

to understand what key factors are associated with the college transition and readiness 

process. Selected former McKinney High School students assessed their experience of 
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college readiness through a questionnaire and a semi-structured interview opportunity. In 

using multiple instruments congruently, the data revealed a greater understanding of 

college readiness based on student perceptions. 

The main research question for this study, how prepared are McKinney High 

School students in their transition to college, analyzed procedures associated to college 

readiness of former students. Qualitative researchers use open-ended questions so that the 

answers provided can continue to evolve to even more questions to collect as much data 

in understanding the phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 137). “How” questions, 

according to Yin (2009), “are more exploratory and likely to lead to the use of case 

studies” (p. 9). These types of questions permitted participants to really explore their 

perceptions so that I could collect as much information possible. Two subsequent 

research questions further analyzed how to increase student readiness at McKinney High 

School for future college success past a student’s first year.  

1. What school-based programs or strategies do former McKinney High School 
students identify that helped their college readiness and transition? 
 

2. What challenges did former McKinney HS students face in their transition to 
college for which they were unprepared? 

 
The questions allowed for former students to disclose information they felt about 

how high school had prepared them for post-secondary education. Additionally, the data 

provided key information necessary to better understanding what factors shaped students 

for college and what needed to be the focus moving forward from this study. 

Researcher Perspective 

My perspective, including who I am and my experiences as the investigator, 

shapes this qualitative study. Having multiple perspectives allows me to view this study 
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from various lenses. Creswell and Poth (2018) eloquently state that “a hallmark of all 

good qualitative research is the report of multiple perspectives that range over the entire 

spectrum of perspectives” (p. 154). As an educator and a college student myself, this 

study is both personal and relatable to my journey. Other entities that inspired this study 

are fellow MHS faculty and a former MHS graduate who is now a teacher at MHS.  

I have been teaching at McKinney High School for six years, with overall eight 

years of teaching experience. I also taught college Reserve Officer Training Corps 

(ROTC) students for three years at Boston University, Harvard University, and at 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). Creswell and Poth (2018) state that 

“qualitative researchers need to ‘position’ themselves in their writings” (p. 229). As an 

educator, I am aware of the development necessary for college success. I want students to 

leave McKinney High School, prepared to succeed in post-secondary education and its 

academic rigors. Most importantly, I want students to achieve their goal of a college 

degree.  

In addition to being a teacher, I am currently a graduate student. My path as a 

college student was not easy. At the start of my undergraduate studies, I had to take 

remedial courses in English and Math. The classes I took in high school were not 

sufficient for entry-level college courses. I also had to learn soft skills such as critical 

writing and thinking along the way. There is so much about the college process that high 

school students do not know. Students must have all of the knowledge necessary to earn 

the degree they want. Through trial and error, I earned three college degrees. The journey 

of being a college student has many challenges. Based upon my own experiences as a 

college student, had I had someone assist me in my college journey, maybe it would have 
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been different. Therefore, it is essential to inform students of the college environment and 

its expectations.  

The faculty at McKinney High School also assist in shaping my perspective of 

college readiness of students. They have unequivocally shared their concerns about 

student performance and preparation. High school students spend a great deal of time 

with their teachers. The expectation is that teachers shape and mold students for life after 

high school. Many teachers agreed that there is a decline in student preparation for 

college readiness. There is a significant difference between high school and college. 

Four-year colleges require students to meet very demanding expectations. Teachers want 

their students to perform at a level conducive to the expectations of a four-year 

university.  

Many students begin their college experience hopeful, only to find out that the 

transition to increased expectations is difficult to adjust. A current teacher at McKinney 

High School shared his experience of being a college drop-out who graduated from 

McKinney High School. Like many, he also attempted college after high school to find 

out that he was not well-prepared to engage in the academic rigor associated with post-

secondary education. He did return to college after some time and eventually graduated 

from college, but many will not. He shared his story with me because he heard I was 

conducting a study on this very issue. His experience helped to solidify the need for this 

study.  

The majority of teachers in high schools are predominantly White (Sleeter, 2012). 

Understanding cultural differences in education is critical for understanding the student 

population. The proportion of teachers who understand those differences is relatively 
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low. Without the understanding of culturally responsive pedagogy by teachers, racial 

minority students will remain misunderstood, and the achievement gap will continue to 

either stay or widen amongst students of color. Critical Race Theory informs this study of 

how crucial the role of race has on student performance in college. Racial inequalities 

exist because of the gaps in academic achievement in schools. According to Sleeter 

(2012), students of color have lower college completion rates. Being a student of color 

myself, I can understand how racial inequalities affect a person’s ability even to 

contemplate college attendance. As a high school student, when asked what I was doing 

after high school, I just stated what every other student was doing, college. However, I 

had no idea what that even entailed because my parents dropped out of high school. As 

educators, regardless of color, it is up to us to see the academic potential and prepare all 

students for higher education.  

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical rationale utilized two frameworks in this study to examine college 

readiness and college transition. “A theoretical framework advances an abstract and 

formalized set of assumptions to guide the design and conduct of the research” (Plano 

Clark & Creswell, 2017, p. 103). Weidman's Undergraduate Socialization framework is 

typically used in studies to examine the socialization process of a college student 

(Weidman et al., 2014). However, in this study, the “Inputs” category of Weidman's 

framework examines preparation as a necessary variable for incoming college students 

(Weidman et al., 2014) to achieve college success. The anticipatory transition under 

Nancy Schlossberg's theory builds on the college process of moving from a high school 

to a college student. Further, the student assesses their ability to cope with the transition 
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based upon their characteristics. Combining the two frameworks for this study allowed 

for a deeper understanding of how students' experiences shape their college readiness and 

transition perceptions. 

 
Research Questions 

Weidman’s Undergraduate Socialization and Schlossberg’s Transition theory 

informed the research questions. The research questions allowed participates to capture 

their experiences and perspectives of college readiness. Further, the questions examined 

how the respondent’s experiences were shaped in preparing for college and the transition. 

Conley (2005) describes college success as complicated. Training and educating students 

about the college process can be aligned to increase successful transition to college. 

Schlossberg’s Transition theory identifies college transition as an anticipatory transition 

(Byrd, 2017), and that the focus of transitioning needs to begin in high school. 

Transitions of any type are stressful. The more prepared a student is for an anticipated 

transition, the more optimistic they can feel about the change (Chickering & Schlossberg, 

1995). 

 
Data Collection 

The questionnaire and interview questions bridged together the two frameworks 

to determine the success of a student's ability to transition to college and identified 

variables that were instrumental during the transition. Former McKinney High School 

students assessed their preparedness levels based on academic skills, self-understanding, 

and soft skills. “The transition process requires the simultaneous analysis of individual 

characteristics and external occurrences” (Schlossberg, 1982, p. 3). For a student to 
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handle the transition to college, their ability to deal with change sets the tone for their 

success. The capacity for an individual to reflect on one’s own attributes, aligned with 

one of Schlossberg's four S’s of self. Knowing one’s self personally and academically is 

vital in understanding how a person will deal with change (Chickering & Schlossberg, 

1995). Much of what a student knows about college can be traced back to mostly their 

high school experiences and at times by word of mouth. The semi-structured questions 

are designed for participants to reflect on high school experiences as they aligned what 

they learned to their gained attributes during their transition. Chickering and Schlossberg 

(1995) refer to “taking stock in yourself” (p. 60) to understand how one deals with 

change. Not everyone deals with change, instability, and stress the same. Therefore, 

having a clear understanding of college expectations eases the transition and stress levels. 

 
Intended Outcomes 

 During the data collection and analysis phases, I formed codes, themes, and 

categories from the participants’ reflections of their responses. The categories that 

developed from the participant's responses provided insight on their ability to transition 

into a college student. Further, the categories correlated and aligned with the frameworks 

to promote continued and future college transition studies. This study’s outcome provided 

the need to continue further evolvement of college preparation frameworks and how 

underdeveloped transition affects student outcomes in college. The participants’ shared 

experiences also supplied the reason to further studying and analyzing college transition 

processes.  

 The two frameworks I used in this study utilized separate lenses in assessing 

college readiness by providing a deeper understanding of what is necessary for such a 
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critical transition. Utilizing a qualitative design enhanced this study because it allowed 

participants to share their observations of college readiness. 

Research Design 

A qualitative, holistic, multiple case study, was the research design chosen to 

conduct this study. The qualitative research design is best suited for studies that seek to 

understand a particular phenomenon. The particular phenomenon that is studied are the 

affordances and challenges McKinney High School graduates face as they prepared for 

post-secondary education based on their perceptions. As a qualitative researcher, I used 

the inductive approach to understand students’ perceptions that derived from their reality 

(Merriam, 1998) by using research questions of “how” and “why.” The study of college 

transition emerges from a social constructivist worldview and is built on existing college 

transition studies. Creswell (2014) states that “social constructivists believe that 

individuals seek understanding of the world in which they live and work” (p. 8). This 

study allowed participants to share their experiences of high school and how it guided 

their college transition and readiness. 

Case studies in qualitative research “explore a bounded system” (Plano Clark & 

Creswell, 2010, p. 242). In this study, McKinney High School graduates who participated 

in college preparation programs are considered as the bounded system. Participants 

involved in the study assisted in providing thick, rich, description (Merriam, 1998) of 

their perspectives of college readiness. Therefore, the perceptions that shaped students 

views of college readiness provided an in-depth depiction of this study. The five cases in 

this study were all college students who attended McKinney High School. The case 
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studies facilitated in exploring the phenomenon of college transition of students based on 

their high school experiences that attributed in to their college readiness.  

A holistic case study focuses on the “nature of an organization,” according to Yin 

(2009, p. 50). Therefore, this study explored the nature of McKinney High School and the 

making of college-ready students. Liamputtong (2009) states that researchers use 

multiple case studies because they “offer more in-depth or multifaceted research” (p. 

193). The participant's perspective is key (Merriam, 1998) in acquiring data necessary to 

understand the college transition phenomenon. “Qualitative researchers are interested in 

understanding the meaning people have constructed” (Merriam, 1998, p. 6). With a 

limited understanding of the college atmosphere, this study seeks to understand the 

perception students have constructed about college readiness based on their perceived 

experiences in high school.  

Site Selection and Participant Sampling 

The site used for data collection was McKinney High School in McKinney, Texas 

and is where I currently teach as a JROTC teacher. According to the 2019–2020 

McKinney High School academic planning guide, it states that “college admissions 

officers will consider many factors when determining the likelihood that an applicant will 

be prepared to progress academically on the college campus” (MHS Academic Planning 

Guide, 2019). However, the Texas PK-16 Public Education Information Report (TPEIR, 

See Appendix C) that chronicles all high school data for the state of Texas reported in 

20142015 that 58% or 219 of 513 graduates of McKinney High School students attended 

college after graduation. The TPEIR also reported that only 32% or 164 students 

remained enrolled in college after their first year. In observing this data alone, students 
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from McKinney High School appear to struggle with staying in college and are more 

likely to drop-out.  

There were 13 MHS graduate student participants who volunteered to partake in 

the questionnaire part of the research. Of the 13 participants, five were randomly selected 

to participate in the interview process. Those five interviewed participants became the 

case studies. Each case study participant reflected on their transition and preparation to 

college in connection with their experiences from high school. The participants 

experiences derived from class selection, skills learned, and their ability to adapt to 

college and the transition. Each of the five case studies were crossed analyzed for 

common and emerged themes. The college students compared and contrasted their high 

school experience with their college encounters. The differences in college readiness 

assisted me as it provided thick, rich, description of their perceptions.  

I utilized stratified purposive sampling to collect data from a broad array of 

participants, including those who participated in a variety of college readiness programs. 

In addition, the participants varied in college experience, some participants had attended 

community college and others were students at a four-year university. Further, the 

participants represented a mixture of levels of college experience to include one 

participant who had just obtained his college degree, therefore increasing stratified 

sampling. As Lincoln and Guba (1985) noted, “the qualitative researcher is more apt to 

elect purposive or theoretical sampling to increase the scope or range of data exposed as 

well as to uncover the full array of multiple perspectives” (p. 40). Creswell and Poth 

(2018) suggested, “stratified purposeful illustrates subgroups and facilitates comparisons” 

(p. 159). Therefore, equal representation of sample participants reduces biases and 
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assisted in establishing the reliability and validity of the study by examining sample 

participants within each other.  

Due to the focus on MHS graduates for this study, criteria needed to be 

established to draw in the necessary audience to conduct valid research. All participants 

needed to be 18 years of age or older. It was highly preferred that all participants have at 

least one year of college experience. However, participants did not need to be currently 

enrolled in college to participate in the study. And finally, they must have graduated from 

McKinney High school. A total of eighteen participants opted to comply with the study. 

Thirteen participated in the questionnaire portion and then five participants were 

randomly selected to progress to the next phase of the semi-structured interview process 

of this study.  

Data Collection 

Qualitative researchers use questionnaires and interviews to gather narratives to 

explain a phenomenon (Merriam, 1998). I formulated questions to gather an array of 

information through the use of a carefully generated questionnaire and semi-structured 

interviews that aided in my enhanced understanding of students’ experiences related to 

college readiness. The questionnaire and interviews used in this study were imperative 

because, according to Creswell and Poth (2018), “substantive validation means 

understanding one’s own topic, understandings derived from other sources and the 

documentation of this process in the written study” (p. 257). I collected data in two 

phases. First were the questionnaires followed by semi-structured interviews as phase 

two. There were 13 participants involved in the questionnaire phase and five respondents 

who I interviewed for phase two. 
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Phase One 
 

The first phase of data collection was the questionnaire (See Appendix A) that 

assessed how participants felt about the college process and their readiness. The first part 

of the questionnaire was to assess if a participant was eligible for the study, I asked 

participants about their age along with three yes/no questions that were specific to the 

criteria stipulated to participate in the study. The first question ensured that the 

participant was a MHS graduate. The second question asked if the participant was 

currently attending a four-year university. And the final question asked participants about 

their involvement in college preparation classes as a high school student.  

The second section of the questionnaire included 21 Likert-scaled questions that 

inquired about the participants perceptions of academic and soft skills in regards to 

college readiness. The questions focused on how students viewed their college readiness 

based upon their high school experience. Those questions ranged on a scale of one to 

five. A score of one indicated that the participant “highly disagreed” and a rating of five 

meant that a participant “strongly agreed” with the question asked. Listed below were 

some of the Likert-scaled questions that I asked respondents: 

1. I typically adapt well to change 

2. I am able to complete tasks in a timely manner 

3. I have no problem adhering to deadlines 

4. I feel ready for college 

 To gain a fuller response beyond the Likert-scale questions from participants, 

there were five short answer questions provided. The purpose of the short answer 

questions allowed respondents to elaborate on their experiences that shaped their 
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perceptions of college readiness. The questions listed below are a snapshot of what 

participants were asked to elaborate on:  

1. What academic tasks that give you difficulty? 

2. What actions do you implement to manage your time wisely? 

3. What is your method for taking notes?  

The questions provided participants the opportunity to expand on their views of college 

readiness by examining how high school prepared them for college. All questions 

required an answer in order for submission. If a participant felt uncomfortable answering 

any question, the participant was informed to state so as a response. 

 Currently, McKinney High School does not have a database to track alumni 

students, therefore, social media, email, and word of mouth were the methods used in 

recruiting participants for this study. Any McKinney High School faculty wishing to 

assist in collecting participants for the study were provided the link to the questionnaire. 

The questionnaire was also made available in several electronic versions: Microsoft 

Word, PDF, and Quick Response (QR) code. The availability of multiple versions of the 

questionnaire was to provide options for an array of potential participants. 

 

Phase Two 
 

Phase two of data collection involved semi-structured interviews with five 

randomly selected participants to make up the five case studies. Conducting interviews 

allowed me to identify patterns based on the information provided by listening to the 

participants as Creswell and Poth (2018) suggest. Actively listening during the conduct of 

the interview to the participants was critical in capturing the major themes for data 

analysis. Questions were semi-structured so that participants could share as much of their 
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experiences as possible (See appendix B). During the interviewing process, Creswell and 

Poth (2018) affirm that the researcher may modify questions throughout the process as 

well as refine them as necessary. The refinement of questions ensured the interviews 

produced data that was relevant and valuable yet unbiased. It was equally vital that 

questions created a flow of conversation between myself and the participant 

(Liamputtong, 2009). Participants eagerly engaged during the interviews by sharing their 

high school experience and how it all shaped their perceptions of their college readiness. 

In capturing their high school and college experiences, it led to the exploration of their 

story and the answering of the research questions.  

The interviews were approximately 40 minutes in length. Due to the ongoing 

coronavirus pandemic, interviews took place online utilizing Zoom, a video 

communications tool. In-person interviews would have been best suited for a more 

personable interaction. However, they were not feasible at the time. Using Zoom allowed 

me to record the interviews so that I could watched as many times as necessary. Zoom 

also transcribed the conversation so that I could code the data for themes and pattern 

matching by hand. 

Data Analysis 

The process of analyzing the data from the questionnaire and interviews began 

with deciphering it all. Merriam (1998) states, “data analysis is the process of making 

sense out of the data” (p. 178). In order to answer the research questions, I began by 

making sense of the data (See Table 3.1). 
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Table 3.1 

Overview of Data Analysis Method Used to Answer the Research Questions 

Research Question Data Collection 
How prepared are McKinney High School 
students in their transition to college? 
 

1. What school-based programs or 
strategies do former McKinney 
High School students identify that 
were helpful for their college 
readiness and transition? 
 

2. What challenges did former 
McKinney HS students face in 
their transition to college for 
which they were unprepared? 

• Questionnaire 
• Semi-structured Interviews 

 
• Semi-Structured Interviews 

 
 
 

 
 

• Questionnaire 
• Semi-Structured Interviews 

 

Creswell and Poth (2018) suggested utilizing the data analysis spiral to assist in 

the analytical process to obtain the outcomes of the study. Through the use of the data 

analysis spiral, I moved through the five steps to obtain the study's findings. Each step 

was critical for data analysis. The five steps included: data management, data reading, 

data transformation, data interpretation, and data visualization. By using the spiral, it 

really helped me to ensure that the data collected was thoroughly analyzed.  

 
Data Management 
 

The first step in analyzing data is “managing and organizing” (Creswell & Poth, 

2018, p. 186). This is a two-step process. First, I took all of the data collected from the 

questionnaires and made individual folders for each participant. Then I further 

categorized the participants into the college preparation program they were associated 

with: AP, dual credit, or AVID. After this, I made two more sub-categories that classified 
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the participants with either college experience or no college experience. By doing this, it 

allowed me to show how the participant's answers were shaped by their perspectives. 

Next, it was vital to keep the data from the participants interviews sorted. 

Therefore, I organized the data by utilizing digital folders to store transcripts from the 

interview and their responses from the questionnaire. It was also necessary to keep the 

data collected, sorted, and organized. Folder files kept the questionnaires and transcripts 

organized according to the three college preparation programs. The folders were 

password protected to maintain confidentiality. 

 
Data Reading 
 

The second step, according to Creswell and Poth (2018), is “reading and memoing 

emergent ideas” (p. 186). Reviewing the data was a two-step process. First, the 

questionnaire data was examined. The Likert-scale data was studied separately from the 

short answer questions. During the process of noting key ideas, I identified patterns by 

keeping track of key ideas and phrases. Identifying patterns led to making connections 

among the participants.  

During the interviews, I used a notebook to capture key data provided by 

participants. This process assisted me as I analyzed interview transcripts in highlighting 

those key ideas. The interviews were recorded in Zoom so I could refer back to as 

necessary. The interviews were manually transcribed because the repetition of seeing the 

data over and over made it easier to identify patterns amongst the respondents. During the 

reading of the transcripts, I highlighted and made side notes to organize categories from. 
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After reading through and arranging the initial codes from the questionnaire and 

interviews, there were several reoccurring keywords and ideas that connected the 

participants respectively. The codes that derived from the questionnaire were as follows:  

1. Underdeveloped transferable academic skills 

2. Coronavirus pandemic 

3. College preparation/expectations  

Liamputtong (2009) suggested that rereading through the data multiple times helped 

researchers in the process of understanding data. Yin (2009) asserted that using a cross-

case synthesis for analyzing data can lead to the “findings likely to be more robust” (p. 

156). Reading and rereading the data helped me to identify similarities and differences 

amongst the varying cases to be used, especially during cross-case analysis.  

 
Data Transformation 
 

The third step in data analysis was transforming codes into themes (Creswell and 

Poth, 2018). Transforming codes was a time-consuming process because there was data 

from both the questionnaire and the multiple cases that needed to be analyzed. Saldana 

(2016) defined codes as “words or short phrases” (p. 4). The codes created identified 

pertinent evidence from the questionnaires and interviews of participants. The first step in 

the coding process for this study was coding the responses from the questionnaires. There 

were 15 codes identified from the questionnaire data. They were academic preparation, 

academic expectations, time management, writing skills, teacher relationships, professor 

relationships, college preparation, note-taking, high school structure, college structure, 

critical thinking, late assignment policies, college preparation courses, covid impact, and 

transition. After identifying the codes from the questionnaire, each participant was 
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categorized based on whether they had attended college or not. Then, they were further 

labeled in accordance to college preparation involvement such as AVID, AP, or dual 

credit in high school. Connections in coding divide the information into major and sub-

unit of analysis (Liamputtong, 2009) that ultimately builds on the meaning of college 

readiness and links the data collected to the participants. 

Next, I coded the interviews from the five case study participants (see table 3.2). 

There were 12 codes that derived from the five interviews: academic preparation, 

academic expectations, time management, writing skills, teacher relationships, professor 

relationships, college preparation, note-taking, high school structure, college structure, 

college preparation courses, and transition. These codes descended after reading and 

rereading the transcripts many times. Further, each case study participant presented their 

perceptions based on their level of the college experience. 

 
Table 3.2 

 
Case Study Participants 

 
Cases Age Years of College College Attending 
Alice 18 1 year of College Collin Community College 

 
Ryan 18 1 year of College Stanford University 
 
Ann 

 
19 

 
2 years of College 

 
University of Oklahoma 

 
Luke 

 
21 

 
3 years of College 

 
Texas A&M University 

 
Eric 

 
22 

 
College graduate 

 
University of Texas-Austin 

 
 
 While taking notes about the data, I began to connect new coding developments 

(Liamputtong, 2009). After identifying codes, “axial coding is the step that will allow 

researchers to connect the different codes they have identified in the initial coding” 
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(Liamputtong, 2009, p. 285). The axial codes developed from the short answer questions 

of the questionnaire are as follows: underdeveloped transferable academic skills, 

coronavirus pandemic, and college preparation/experiences. The axial codes formulated 

from the interviews' codes are transition, transferable academic skills, and high school 

versus college. These axial codes transpired from the themes that emerged from the initial 

codes developed during the reading and rereading of the data collected.  

 
Data Interpretation 
 

The fourth step was building interpretations of the data. I took the themes 

developed from the case studies and made connections to Weidman’s and Schlossberg’s 

frameworks. Additionally, I used multiple lenses while examining the categories to relate 

to the theoretical frameworks. Further, the themes developed reinforced the literature 

review findings of college readiness. In answering the research questions about college 

readiness, the themes provided an in-depth analysis of how the participants viewed their 

transition abilities. 

 
Data Visualization 
 

The final step of data analysis, according to Creswell and Poth (2018), is 

“representing and visualizing the data” (p.186). In order to visualize the data, I created 

tables and figures to present the data. Tables were created to represent the academic level 

of the 13 participants and a separate table for the case study participants. Further, I 

recreated the 21-Likert scaled questions with percentages to show how participants rated 

themselves. 
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Conclusion 

While conducting this study, it was very important that I collected as much data 

possible to conduct a robust study. Therefore, I chose to use two different yet essential 

measurement tools to collect the data. Equally important, was ensuring that the data was 

secured and the participants identities were safeguarded. Conducting a thorough analysis 

was vital in assessing how the perspective of MHS students and their high school 

experiences shape this study. 

Internal Validity 

 Upon the conclusion of data analysis, I needed to ensure that the data reported is 

valid. Internal validity ensured the trustworthiness of my study in conjunction with my 

researched bias. Merriam (1998) defines researchers’ bias as “clarifying the researcher's 

assumptions, worldviews, and theoretical orientation at the outset of the study.” At the 

beginning of this study, I had assumptions about the college readiness of MHS students 

due to being an employee at MHS. My assumptions were also supported by faculty 

members at MHS who were informed of the ongoing research at the time. 

 
Trustworthiness 

 For this qualitative multiple case study, I used two forms of data collection to 

triangulate the research. Triangulation is the process by “corroborating evidence from 

different sources to shed light on a theme or perspective” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 

260). The first is the questionnaire with 21 Likert-scaled questions along with five short 

answer questions. Next were the semi-structured interviews from five of the 

questionnaire respondents. The questions on the questionnaire were designed for 

participants to rate their abilities and skills as they reflected on their personal and 
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academic skills. In the five short answer questions, participants were asked to provide 

additional information pertaining to the responses from the Likert-scaled questions. Five 

participants were chosen for the semi-structured interviews of the study. During the 

process of coding all of the data, I used the Likert-scaled and short answer questions 

along with interviews to analyze all the data collected. In doing so, credibility was 

established in understanding how former MHS students perceived their college readiness. 

 After I conducted the interviews, I used the recordings to transcribed them into 

documents to print. Upon availability of the transcripts, I also conducted a member check 

by providing a copy of the transcript for each study participant to examine and approve to 

establish the credibility. The purpose of the member check was to ensure that the data 

they provided was not manipulated in anyway. Each participant reviewed and approved 

their transcript for accuracy.  

 During data collection, it was evident that all except one participant had been in a 

college preparation class as a high school student. Despite this one exception, the 

interconnectedness of the participants was instrumental in providing thick-rich 

description. The interviews allowed participants to share their thoughts and feelings of 

their experiences in high school utilizing various measurements to capture thick-rich 

description in this study. Their lived experience was instrumental in aligning with the 

purpose and the need for this case study. 

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical considerations in any study require addressing. There were three ethical 

considerations that I needed to be vigilant of during the conduct of this study. First was 

identifying whether or not my study was a human-subjects study. Before I could collect 
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any data, I submitted my study proposal to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) for 

Baylor University for approval. The conduct of this study was to examine MHS and its 

college preparation programs; therefore, my participant’s perspectives would be the focus 

of the study. All my participants were are at least 18 years of age. Therefore, parental 

consent forms were not necessary. However, the participants were informed of the 

purpose of the study, how the data would be used and stored.  

Next, conducting research in my own “backyard,” Liamputtong (2009) stipulates 

that “close interaction and relationships between participants and researcher” (p. 32) is an 

ethical dilemma to consider. I wanted to ensure that at no time did any participant feel as 

though they had to conduct the study. I did my best to make each participant feel 

comfortable, welcomed, and valuable to my research. I ensured that participants knew 

this was voluntary and if they did not feel comfortable with any portion of the study to 

simply state so. However, each participant indicated that they were pretty enthusiastic 

about being a part of this study. 

Another factor to consider was collecting data from my place of employment. I 

remained vigilant of the topic’s sensitivity and focused on the study to diminish any 

researcher’s bias. The purpose of this study was to identify ways to increase student 

readiness and but not diminish the reputation of MHS or the school district itself. 

Creswell and Poth (2018) stated that “regardless of the approach to qualitative inquiry, a 

qualitative researcher faces many ethical issues that surface during data collection in the 

field analysis and dissemination of qualitative reports” (p. 151). As the one conducting 

the study in my place of employment, it was imperative to ensure that measures were in 

place to safeguard the credibility of my research. To maintain due diligence during the 
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data collection process, I needed to remain unbiased to ensure the validity of the data 

collected. Credibility is established as the researcher provides an accurate and reliable 

analysis (Liamputtong, 2009). Should a participant selected for the study be a former 

student, the researcher remained unbias throughout the process. Due to possible pre-

established relationships, there is a level of trust that is pre-existing to the point that the 

participant is comfortable with the researcher in sharing their perceptions. 

Another ethical consideration to take into account was ensuring participants 

remained under complete anonymity. It was equally important to ensure that the data I 

collected remained under complete anonymity, appropriately secured and stored, and 

solely managed. To ensure the safety of the data, I wanted participants to feel as though 

they could be open and honest about their thoughts and feelings of college readiness. It 

was vital for me to have the participant’s trust during the conduct of this study.  

During this study, I knew that there would be some ethical factors to consider 

when researching my place of employment. I maintained focus on my participants while 

gaining their trust and confidence to reduce emotional upset. Some participants were 

students of mine, so it was imperative to remain unbiased. And most importantly, 

participants were notified of the purpose of the study in advance to ensure that 

participants willing to engage in the research fully comprehended their role. Ultimately, 

my main goal was to provide a credible and valid study. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

Limitations are “something that is beyond a researcher's control” (Theofanidis & 

Fountouk, 2018, p. 156). There were five limitations surrounding this study. First, the 

conduct of this study was time-sensitive. Due to the limited time frame I had to collect 
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data, analyze the data, and interpret the results, time was of the essence. With more time 

and resources, I could have increased the sample size. Time would have also allowed me 

to consider other research designs that allowed for a variety of measurements to be 

considered. With more time, I could have also broadened the geographical sample 

selection to neighboring schools for cross-case analysis. With more schools, this study 

could have produced a more robust study about college readiness. Having collected data 

from only one school provided a very narrow snapshot of this study. To further enhance 

this study, I could have opened it up to MHS educators. Including MHS educators in this 

study could have provided additional data about college readiness and how it evolves and 

impacts students. Their data could have also increased the validity of this study by 

comparing and contrasting student's perceptions with the perceptions of educators 

according to their experiences. 

Secondly, the use of only five case studies was a limitation. All five cases had 

participated in some form of college preparation class in high school. With some form of 

alumni tracking database, I would have liked to have gathered more participants that were 

not in AVID, AP, or dual credit, and still went to college to provide more depth to this 

study. The use of additional case studies with different views could have resulted in 

further findings about the impacts college preparations classes have on high school 

students in college.  

Thirdly, the majority of the participants in this study were primarily AP and dual 

credit students in high school and only one participant was AVID. Therefore, the 

participants focused on how AP and dual credit classes assisted them in preparing for 

college and their transition. I was unable to gather data about AVID from participants.  
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Next, the sample selection was small. Although the participants were eager to 

have participated in the study, I only had 18 total participants. With more participants I 

could have had more data to analyze as well as more participants to choose from for the 

interview phase of the study. The small sample size meant that I was limited to the 

participants when selecting for the interview phase. I had to conduct several rounds of 

selections due to a lack of interest to participate in the semi-structure interviews.  

The final limitation of this study is that I had collected data at my place of 

employment. I chose my high school because that is where the idea of studying college 

readiness originated. Everyone to include the administrator of MHS assisted me 

throughout the conduct of this study. Despite my ties to McKinney High School, I 

remained unbiased during the entire process, particularly when I was analyzing the data 

and reporting the results. 

 The delimitations in a study allow the researcher to “set boundaries and maintain 

scope and control of the study” (Theofanidis & Fountouk, 2018, p. 157). There were two 

delimitations that I developed from my study. First, I limited the study to only assess 

McKinney High School graduates. I could have opened this study up to any high school 

graduate with the same criteria to broadened the participant pool. Therefore, the results of 

this study could have been generalizable to any high school that provided college 

preparation classes to students with similar demographics as MHS. Secondly, due to 

limited sample size, I was unable to explore race as a factor to college readiness. With 

only 18 total participants the majority of my respondents were White. Therefore, limiting 

my study on this level. Also included is the lack of first-generation college student 

participant. Only one participant was a first-generation college student. I would have 
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liked to have had several more participants to develop further cases from for this study. I 

really wanted to focus on capturing what former MHS students had to say about high 

school and how it shaped their college readiness perception. Yet, my sample size was 

limited but I was able to gather data that was credible and valid.  

Conclusion 

This study explored college readiness through the perceptions of five former 

McKinney High School students with various levels of college experience. The results of 

this study were supported by Weidman’s and Schlossberg’s framework that student's 

perceptions of college readiness and transition are critical for college success. The data 

gathered assisted in identifying patterns about McKinney High School’s efforts as they 

prepare students for post-secondary education. The ultimate goal for this study is to 

highlight what is currently working as students in high school prepare for post-secondary 

education and concentrate on other areas that still need attention. The sample size was 

small and only reflected a small portion of McKinney High School students. In the next 

chapter, I will connect all of the data into categories and themes to reveal the results of 

the findings from the questionnaire and the semi-structured interviews.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Results and Implications 
 

Introduction 

This chapter details the qualitative multiple case study results to answer the 

central and sub research questions. The central research question is: How prepared are 

McKinney High School students in their transition to college? The two sub research 

questions are: 

1. What school-based programs or strategies do former McKinney High 
School students identify that helped their college readiness and transition? 
 

2. What challenges did former McKinney HS students face in their transition 
to college for which they were unprepared? 

 
In this chapter, I begin by reporting on the analysis from the questionnaires 

completed by thirteen MHS participants. Then, I examined data from five randomly 

selected participants who I interviewed to discuss their state of readiness as they 

transitioned to college. The interviews focused on the participants’ perceptions of their 

college experiences. 

 
Participant Questionnaires Overview 

 In phase one of data collection, thirteen former students completed the 

questionnaire portion of the study (See Figure 4.1). Of the thirteen former students who 

completed the questionnaire, six were male, seven were female, and all were graduates of 

McKinney High School. Two students had no college experience and joined the military; 

one was a community college graduate; another student was currently in her first year of 
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community college. The remaining eight people who completed the questionnaire were 

students at a four-year university. Only one person who completed the survey was a 

recent college graduate. The participant's ages ranged from 18 to 23 years. 

 

 
 

Figure 4.1. Questionnaire participants. 

 
Individual Case Study Participants Overview 

In phase two of data collection, I selected five participants from the thirteen 

respondents who completed the questionnaire to engage in semi-structured interviews 

(See Table 4.1). Of these participants, two were females, three were males, and each 

represented a case study. One participant was a community college student; three were 

current students at a four-year university, and one was a recent college graduate. The 

interviews were conducted via zoom and lasted approximately 40 minutes, and were 

conducted over a two-week span. Alice provided data from her first semester of 

community college. Ryan’s experience also stems from one semester of college. Ann was 

able to share a bit more of her college experiences because she was in her second year 
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and Luke was in his third year. Eric, however, had the most college experience because 

he had just recently obtained his Bachelor’s degree. 

 
Table 4.1 

Overview of Case Study Participants  

Cases Age Years of College College Attending 
Alice 18 1 year of College Collin Community College 

 
Ryan 18 1 year of College Stanford University 
 
Ann 

 
19 

 
2 years of College 

 
University of Oklahoma 

 
Luke 

 
21 

 
3 years of College 

 
Texas A&M University 

 
Eric 

 
22 

 
College graduate 

 
University of Texas-Austin 

 

Questionnaire Data Findings 

 I begin this chapter by presenting the results from the questionnaire to answer the 

research questions. The questionnaire provided 21 Likert-scaled questions and five short 

answer questions that allowed participants to rate themselves during this introspection 

process. The first nine questions outlined in Table 4.2 asks participants to reflect on their 

abilities as an individual. These questions assessed the willingness of a participant to be 

proactive in their academics. The following seven questions described in Table 4.3 

sought to gauge how much of the college process students understood in high school. 

Further, the questions also allowed participants to rate their academic abilities. The 

questions listed in Table 4.4 asked participants to assess their skills about procrastinating, 

writing, and study habits. 
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  The five short answers provided the participants an opportunity to elaborate more 

on some of their experiences. I categorized the answers from the five short answer 

questions into three categories:  

1. Underdeveloped transferable academic skills  

2. Coronavirus pandemic  

3. College preparation/experiences 

 In the first category of underdeveloped transferable academic skills, I grouped all 

participants' responses about their writing abilities, note-taking strategies, how they 

managed their time, and their study habits. Participants shared how the current 

coronavirus pandemic has impacted them and their college experiences in the second 

category. In the final category, participants shared what they perceived their college 

experience would be like and how much of the college process they understood. 

 
Self-Reflection of Participant Abilities 

 To understand more about students’ college readiness, I asked questions that 

required them to be introspective of their abilities and character (See table 4.2). To 

transition from a dependent individual to an independent person involves growth and 

development. Ninety-two percent of the participants either “agreed” or “strongly agreed” 

that they are independent. Then in terms of having the ability to think and decide on their 

own, 85% of participants rated themselves as “agree” or “strongly agree.” When asked 

the question “I am a critical thinker,” there was an overwhelming response of 85% of 

participants who “agree” or “strongly agree” with that question. However, in dealing with 

change, the participants’ responses ranged in terms of how they rated their ability to 

transition. While 62% of participants indicated more positive reactions in adapting to 
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change, 15% of participants indicated that they do not adapt well to change. When asked 

about the ability in managing their time, 46% rated themselves as “agree” while another 

38% rated themselves as “strongly agree.” Adhering to deadlines is a skill that 

independent persons must know how to do. Of the participants, 69% rated “agree” while 

another 15% rated “strongly agree” to that question. One participant, however, did rate 

themselves “disagree” in managing their time wisely. Besides managing time, completing 

tasks had a more positive outcome of 92% of participants having no issues completing 

assigned tasks. People are most reluctant to ask questions if they do not understand 

something; however, 92% of participants had no problem asking questions when unsure. 

Understanding is such a critical aspect of learning. 

 
Table 4.2 

Responses of Participants Self Reflection of Their Abilities 

Questions 1 
Strongly 
Disagree 

2 
Disagree 

3 
Neutral 

4 
Agree 

5 
Strongly 
Agree 

I am an independent person 0% 0% 8% 62% 31% 
I am an independent thinker 0% 0% 15% 46% 38% 
I am a critical thinker 0% 0% 15% 46% 38% 
I typically adapt well to 
change 

0% 15% 23% 38% 23% 

I manage my time wisely 0% 8% 31% 46% 15% 
I have no problem adhering 
to deadlines 

0% 0% 8% 54% 38% 

I prioritize my time and 
effort effectively 

0% 0% 15% 69% 15% 

I am able to complete tasks 
in a timely manner 

0% 0% 8% 46% 46% 

If I do not understand 
something, I ask questions 

0% 0% 8% 38% 54% 
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College Readiness and Awareness 

 The next set of questions assessed the respondents’ awareness of the college 

process (See table 4.3). Conley (2007a) “suggests that one of the major reasons that 

students falter in college are the gaps between their high school experiences and college 

expectations” (p. 23). When it came to understanding the college process, 23% of 

participants rated themselves as “neutral,” however, 77% of participants agreed that they 

did know the college process. Just because a student understands what it entails to apply 

to college does not necessarily mean they are ready to take the next step. One participant 

did not “agree” she was prepared for college. Instead, she postponed college and joined 

the military. The military offers its servicemembers the opportunity to go to college 

during or after their contracted time has expired. 

 Consequently, not many participants felt that high school had prepared them for 

college. According to the participant's responses, 54% were “neutral” in their feelings of 

preparedness, and only 15% felt strongly that high school had prepared them for college. 

Additionally, one participant in his second year of college did not agree that high school 

had prepared him for college. 

 Upon entering college, there are expectations that one must adhere to. When 

asked if they knew what their expectations of them as college students were, 69% of 

participants ranked their responses with “agree” or “strongly agree,” but 23% of reactions 

“disagreed.” It is important to note that of those three responses, two are first-year college 

students, and the third participant joined the military. When it came to performing well 

academically, 100% of participants either “agree” or “strongly agree.” In addition to 
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performing well, 77% of respondents felt that schoolwork was important to them. 

Further, 77% of participants also rated themselves with a solid academic work ethic. 

 
Table 4.3 

Responses about College Readiness and Awareness 

Questions 1 
Strongly 
Disagree 

2 
Disagree 

3 
Neutral 

4 
Agree 

5 
Strongly 
Agree 

I understood the college 
process 

0% 0% 23% 54% 23% 

I feel ready for college 0% 8% 15% 38% 38% 
I feel high school prepared 
me for college 

0% 8% 54% 23% 15% 

I know what is expected of 
me as a college student 

0% 23% 8% 38% 31% 

I feel that I am able to keep 
up academically with my 
classmates 

0% 0% 0% 77% 23% 

I have a strong academic 
work ethic 

0% 0% 23% 31% 46% 

 

Developing Skills for College Success 

 The questionnaire also asked participants to assess their skills they felt were 

necessary for college success (See Table 4.4). Sixty-two percent of participants had 

developed good study habits that lead to their academic success. However, 77% of 

participants responded with either “agree” or “strongly agree” in procrastinating on 

assignments when given ample time. Schachter (2014), stipulated that time management 

is a huge struggle for most college students. Writing for some is not easy and requires 

students to put in a lot of work and others enjoy it. The ability for participants to write a 

paper or essay ranged from “disagree” at 15% of participants, 31% were “neutral,” 

another 31% “agree,” and 23% “strongly agreed.” Conley (2007b) indicated that an area 
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that lacks development for students is the ability to write, causing students to struggle in 

college. The ability to write critically appeared to be a tougher skill for most of the 

participants. Only 38% responded with a rating of “agree” to “strongly agree” in 

assessing their ability to write critically. Having good notes is imperative for studying. 

Only 62% of participants had good note-taking skills. Not everyone learned how to take 

notes that worked for them in high school. 

 
Table 4.4 

Skill Development of Participants 

Questions 1 
Strongly 
Disagree 

2 
Disagree 

3 
Neutral 

4 
Agree 

5 
Strongly 
Agree 

I have study habits that lead 
to success 

0% 0% 23% 62% 51% 

I tend to procrastinate on 
assignments when given 
plenty of time to complete 

0% 8% 8% 46% 38% 

I can easily write a paper or 
an essay 

0% 15% 31% 31% 23% 

I have good note taking 
skills 

0% 8% 31% 54% 62% 

I am a critical writer 0% 8% 54% 23% 15% 
 

Short Answer Questions 

 The next section of the questionnaire provided participants the opportunity to 

elaborate on academic preparation and college expectations in the form of five short 

answer questions. Three themes emerged from the short answer questions: 

underdeveloped transferable academic skills, coronavirus pandemic, and college norms 

expectations. Participants identified skills they had but struggled with refining those 

skills. The current coronavirus pandemic had an impact on student performance in 
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college because all the participants were now having to conduct their college courses 

online. And lastly, trying to get settled into a new norm that provides very little structure 

seemed to be trying times for the participants.  

 
Underdeveloped Transferable Academic Skills 

 Transferable academic skills refer to skills that are critical for college success. 

The most prevalent of these skills that participants spoke of included writing, managing 

their time, effective study habits, and proper note-taking. Participants were asked to 

assess what academic tasks gave them difficulty. The ability to write resonated with a 

couple of participants. One participant responded with, “writing papers takes long,” 

another stated that writing essays was a struggle because “I don’t feel it is necessary 

when I can still say what I want to say with fewer words.” One participant shared how 

writing essays in English class differs from history class, stating:  

 Writing lengthy essays or reports, especially because the format and expectations  
 surrounding the essay can vary based on what class you are writing. For  
 example, writing an English essay varies from how to write a history essay. I  
 found myself to be stronger at writing an English essay rather than History 
 essays. 
 
One participant mentioned critical writing, stating that “I think being a critical writer is a 

skill that is also challenging for me.”  

 Time management was another highly documented task that participants stated 

gave them difficulty in learning. All participants had to develop some form of an 

organization system such as a planner, a to-do list, or utilized technology such as google 

calendars to manage their many assignments and tasks. One participant stated that “I am 

very type A and like to have a list of things that need to be done.” Another participant 

shared her satisfaction with accomplishing tasks, stating: “I put all my task in both a 



75 

physical planner and my Google calendar-being able to check a task off my list is 

satisfying enough, so doubling it is even better.” One participant shared how creating 

study groups within classes helped to keep each other on track. One participant stated, “I 

am not very good at using my time effectively as I often spend much more time on tasks 

than necessary.” Overall, the participants understood that managing their school work 

was necessary as a college student to ensure all their assignments and tasks were 

completed on time. 

 Developing effective study habits were struggles some participants experienced. 

Knowing how to take notes was critical to ensure that students have the correct 

information to study for exams. There were a variety of strategies noted by participants 

on how to annotate academic information. One participant replied: 

 I use a notebook-no iPad for me. I learn better when I write things down myself  

 and buying a bunch of colored pens and highlighters makes the process 

 cathartic to an extent. I do tend to write very messily during lectures as to take 

 down as much info as possible, and then rewrite everything later and make it 

 look ‘pretty’. 

 

Two participants mentioned writing key terms or ideas were helpful. One participant 

utilized a short-hand strategy so that he was able to keep up with note-taking as the 

teacher spoke. Another participant echoed that she does not write every word down 

minimizing unnecessary notes. One particular participant stated  

 It depends on the class. In Anatomy and Physiology, I take notes in class then I 

 come home and break my own notes so that they are easy to navigate. If it was a 

 math class, I rewrite the problems over and over to memorize the steps.  

 

One participant shared using Cornell notes as her note-taking strategy. Another further 

detailed his process for taking notes: 

 For starters I hand write everything I feel this increases my recollection of the 

 material. I also tend to keep note organized by chapter and portion of the chapter  
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 to make going back to study them easier. And usually in the textbooks or in class 

 my professors usually will emphasize or talk more about topics that will be on 

 exams so I know to write those things down. 

 

On the other hand, some participants focused on their ability to retain information from 

their notes, stating, “I think for me studying has always been something that is 

challenging. I never properly learned how to study in high school.” Another participant 

said that:  

 An academic task that has given me difficulty is learning how to study for exams 
 that do not have a specific study guide. Some professors do not provide an 
 outline, rather they inform you to know all of the lecture notes. It is a lot of 
 information to learn how to organize in order to be prepared. 
 

 Two participants focused on their struggles with taking effective notes. One 

proclaimed that “It was best if I took basic notes first, then went back and expanded on 

my notes at home.” The other shared that she was not very good at studying, stating, 

“The extent to which I will study-is read and skim through my notes. Not much more 

than that.” One particular participant noted that “academic tasks that present me the most 

difficulty include note taking and comprehension” Furthermore, stating that “I will know 

what is going on in class but once I get home later to study my notes, I forget a good 

amount.” Every participant identified some form of note-taking strategy that worked for 

them. Some participants provided more in-depth details than others about note-taking. 

Nonetheless, each had their own method for documenting the necessary course 

information for academic achievement. 

 

Coronavirus Pandemic 

 Due to the coronavirus pandemic, many students had to adapt to online instruction 

as a new platform of learning. Two participants shared their struggles associated with 
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virtual learning. One participant commented on the difficulty of maintaining focus and 

missed being in person to engage with the professor in asking questions about video 

lectures. The other participant echoed similar sentiments, stating that “it is also harder to 

understand the requirements of courses and how involved the professors will be in 

teaching and interacting in the course.” It was unknown how long the participants would 

have to endure virtual learning. 

 
College Preparation/Expectations  

 Question number four of the questionnaire asked participants about their college 

process and what complications they had encountered. Jones (2011) stated, “that college 

students lack the ‘know-how’ on how to direct their own progress” (p. 4). Two of the 

participants joined the military and did not attempt the college process. One student, who 

was an undocumented citizen attending Collin Community College, stated, “It was very 

hard, and had very little help to sign up for Collin College.” She further stipulated how 

one of her high school teachers had helped with the college process, but it was up to her 

to figure out the rest once accepted. One participant who was recruited on a track 

scholarship mentioned how his process differed from others, stating “a lot of times 

academic standards are lowered for athletes.” 

 One participant stated that “college is easier than high school, I was definitely 

more prepared than at least 80% of other students.” One participant labeled the process 

“strenuous and mentally taxing.” He went on to elaborate about the college application 

process, describing it as extensive and stating that it required a lot of time and effort on 

his part in filling them out. Another participant echoed that the college process of 

applying was stressful but manageable. Two participants went on to venture into the 
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transition process. One stated that “I do not think the college process was very difficult. It 

took some adjusting to, especially with the change in how the material was being taught 

and with time management.” Another participant stated that “the college process has not 

been all that tough for me, my tougher part of the process has actually been the transition 

to college life.” Overall, the experience of applying to college was not as bad as 

participants had thought it to be.  

 Finally, the last question asked, “What does college expectations look like to 

you?” Some of the participants answered with getting good grades and performing well 

academically. Another perceived expectation was “completing assignments and turning 

them in on time.” One participant stated that knowing how to write is a college 

expectation. Another mentioned taking 14–16 credits per hour as the expectation. One 

stated that, “maintaining a good relationship with your professors, going the extra level, 

treating college like a 9–5 job, and constantly studying your notes.” Another participant 

mentioned all the resources available to college students to assist them in achieving 

success. She said that “being disciplined to study on your own and turn in assignments on 

time” was what she perceived college expectations to be. One participant claimed that “I 

think high school for me, did an okay job of explaining what would be expected in 

college.” Overall, the college expectations were very positive and aligned with what each 

participant felt it should be. 

 

Questionnaire Summary 

 

 The questionnaire assessed how prepared the thirteen respondents were for their 

college transition. Most participants rated “agree” or “strongly agree” in almost all 21 

Likert-scaled questions. In specific to the research question, 77% of the participants 
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expressed “agree” or “strongly agree” that they felt ready for college. Likewise, when 

asked if high school had prepared them for college, 54% of participants were “neutral,” 

and only 23% “agreed” and another 15% “strongly agreed” with that statement. In the 

short answer part of the questionnaire, participants shared various factors that either 

assisted them or needed some development they found helpful in college—for instance, 

learning how to study. One participant claimed they never learned how to study, while 

another two participants expressed difficulty knowing how to study without study guides 

being provided in college. Some participants commented on their struggles with writing 

lengthy papers. Ultimately, Leary and DeRosier (2012) state that “persons who tend to 

view their selves, abilities, and actions negatively tend to struggle to adapt to and 

overcome stressful circumstances” (p. 1216). Overall, the majority of the participants had 

a positive experience in high school when it came to learning about the components 

necessary for college transition. Participants even stated that their ability to transition to 

college was not as difficult as they had thought it would be because they felt prepared 

academically to deal with the transition. 

Qualitative Data Findings 

 Phase two of data collection consisted of semi-structured interviews with the five 

randomly selected participants for this qualitative study. Each participant’s interview 

lasted approximately 40 minutes. All participants were provided the interview questions 

before the interview. By giving the questions before the interview, the participants were 

able to recall their high school experiences and how it reflected on their college 

transition. The participants in this phase had a variety of college experiences (See Table 

4.5). One participant attended community college, another graduated from college in 
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2020, and the other three attended a four-year university. Of the five participants two 

were females and three were males. 

 
Table 4.5 

Case Study Participants 

Cases Age Years of College College Attending 
Alice 18 1 year of College Collin Community College 

 
Ryan 18 1 year of College Stanford University 
 
Ann 

 
19 

 
2 years of College 

 
University of Oklahoma 

 
Luke 

 
21 

 
3 years of College 

 
Texas A&M University 

 

 After coding all of the data, three major themes emerged from the interviews: 

transition to college, transferable academic skills, and high school versus college 

experiences. The transition to college varied from person to person. Each participant 

expressed a variety of factors that were either instrumental or presented a struggle in their 

transition. Participants identified academic skills that proved to be essential as a college 

student. Further, they related the academic skills back to high school and how it either 

proved to be of value or not. In the final theme, participants recognized the substantial 

differences between high school and college. The respondents further analyzed how high 

school teachers differ significantly from college professors.  

 In presenting the case studies, I started with Alice who had less than a year of 

college experience. When asked if she would like to be a part of the study, Alice was 

eager. She understood the importance of the study and wanted to share her high school 

experiences and how it assisted in molding her into a college student. 
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Case Study One⎯Alice 

 Alice, an 18-year-old freshman, attended Collin Community College (CCC) and 

was in her second college semester. She attended McKinney High School all four years. 

In high school, Alice was driven and focused in her academic studies. Therefore, she had 

no issues getting into the colleges she applied for, such as Lamar University and the 

University of Houston. The purpose in applying to those two particular schools was 

because of the science-based Forensic degree programs she was looking to major in. Her 

ultimate goal is to become a Forensic Psychologist. Her interest in Forensic Psychologist 

was peaked after taking criminal justice classes in high school. However, Alice opted for 

the community college path due to financial restrains. She did not apply for any 

scholarships to assist in paying for college. Upon completing her two years at CCC, she 

is planning to transfer to a four-year university to continue her studies. Due to family 

struggles, she was not ready to leave home. Alice is an atypical college student. Alice 

lived at home with her mom, worked a full-time job as a local deli shop manager, and 

attended college as a full-time student. 

 When Alice heard about the study, she had approached me about being a 

participant. Alice was very open in sharing her thoughts about college readiness. Since 

she had recently graduated from high school her ability to make connections from high 

school to college seemed to be fresh in her mind.  

 
 Transition to college.  Alice had not physically relocated for college; however, 

she did experience transitioning to college. Alice stated as a senior in high school that “I 

was technically taking college classes, which helped me transition.” Alice referred to the 

four dual credit classes she took senior year. Bailey et al. (2003) stated, “dual enrollment 
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allows high school students to enroll in a college course before high school graduation, 

giving them first-hand exposure to the requirements of college-level work” (p. 1). Alice 

mentioned that her professors’ mentality in the dual credit courses was that students were 

responsible for their grades. Students could either care about the course work or not, but 

it was up to them. 

 Alice was also enrolled in several AP classes throughout high school, along with 

dual credit classes. Alice also noted that “AP courses were a good transition, but not 

exactly like a college class.” She further elaborated that the expectations in her AP 

classes were similar to her dual credit courses.  

 There were several factors that Alice felt like high school had not prepared her 

for. Alice sensed that students lacked some life skills—for instance, understanding the 

full scope of taking college courses. Alice learned quickly that there was more to college 

than just enrolling in courses. Alice also needed a reliable mode of transportation to get to 

class. The vehicle she had in high school had many maintenance issues that required a lot 

of money to fix. Therefore, she ended up buying a new car that obligated her to take on a 

monthly car payment. On top of that, she also needed to pay for her college classes. Jones 

(2011) stated, “that college students lack the ‘know-how’ on how to direct their own 

progress” (p. 4). The ability to manage adult-like responsibilities is something that Alice 

has learned to do. 

 
 Transferable academic skills.  Alice had several revelations about herself that had 

become more prevalent to her as a college student. First, Alice noted that she was awful 

at procrastinating. In high school, she started to realize that she needed to have a plan for 

submitting assignments. She needed to develop effective time management strategies. 
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Alice stated, “the expectation is, you know when your stuff is due.” Alice was entirely 

aware of the responsibilities that college students take on. She vowed never to make that 

mistake again after turning in an assignment late. Alice implemented a calendar to jot 

down and make little notes for herself when assignments were due. Utilizing a calendar 

also provided Alice the opportunity to stay organized. Budny and Paul (2003) state, 

“upon entering college, the same student is now in charge of creating and implementing 

their own schedule that is typically different each day” (p. 1). Alice equated organization 

to doing better in her college courses and tracked all assignment deadlines. She did not 

want to make a habit of turning in late work because she cared about her academics. 

 Alice also needed to improve her study habits. She began by examining her note-

taking strategies. The purpose of taking notes in high school was to provide her with a 

good study guide. Alice reflected on her junior year of high school, specifically her 

history teacher who volunteered her time to any student interested in learning how to 

effectively study. Alice had struggled with her study habits, so she decided to take her 

history teacher’s assistance. That was a pivotal moment for Alice, as she had finally felt 

like she understood how to study. Alice stated, “sometimes, it is just going about it in a 

way that will benefit me, not just writing things down.” With her history teacher’s 

assistance, Alice had finally learned how to study and was grateful for her efforts.  

 
 High school versus college experience.  High school teachers retain a significant 

role in the academic development of students. Alice credited her high school classes for 

the creation of “good habits” and her teachers by stating, “teachers teaching certain things 

or just implementing certain things helped more than the actual knowledge itself.” Alice 
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mentions how good her AP teachers were at setting high expectations and holding 

students accountable. 

 Alice’s experiences with college professors had been relatively positive. When 

asked if there was a difference between the grading policies in high school and college, 

she stated that “it is mostly the same” Alice presumed about professors that, as college 

courses get more challenging, “they are not going to be as relaxed like [in] high school.” 

Alice knew it was up to her as a college student to pass her classes and turn her 

assignments in on time. Although many of her professors had a late assignment policy in 

the syllabus, there was no late work accepted on significant projects according to Alice.  

 
Answering the research question: How prepared are McKinney High School 

students in their transition to college?  Alice was asked to share her feelings of how 

prepared she was for college upon exiting high school. Alice gave much praise to her 

high school teachers, saying, “they did a really good job of like guiding me to where I 

[needed] to be by the time I graduated.” As Alice pondered further about this question, 

she proclaimed that she had obtained the mature level necessary to meet college 

expectations. After only one semester of college, Alice exclaimed “that it has been a 

pretty good experience and it lived up to the expectations I had of college.” She rated her 

college experience a nine out of ten. 

 
Subsequent research question one: What school-based programs or strategies do 

former McKinney High School students identify that helped their college readiness and 

transition?  Alice credited her college preparation classes: dual credit, AP, and pre-AP 

classes for her college readiness. Alice felt as if she were already taking college courses 
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in high school because of her dual credit courses stating “that helped me transition.” AP 

classes also provided a good transition but fell short in comparison to her college courses. 

In her AP history class, Alice sought guidance from the teacher about developing ways to 

study. After seeking guidance, Alice felt that she had finally figured out what study habits 

work best for her. Ultimately, Alice proclaimed being organized was the key to staying 

on top of your academics in college.  

 
Subsequent research question two: What challenges did former McKinney HS 

students face in their transition to college for which they were unprepared?  One part of 

the transition that Alice struggled with was the ability to manage the many aspects of her 

life. She not only has to worry about maintaining a good academic standing but has to 

work a full-time job to pay for school and her new car. Alice felt that high school mostly 

prepares you for the class part of your college education but not in dealing with actual life 

itself.  

 Although Alice was grateful in many ways of what high school did to prepare her 

for college, she also felt that there was still lots to learn about being an adult. High school 

focused more on the academic transition and not so much the life transition.  

 The next case study is Ryan who also has less than a year of college experience. 

Ryan’s sole focus was on academics in high school, therefore, he never sought 

employment. When approached about the study, Ryan was not hesitant to share his 

thoughts of college readiness.  
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Case Study Two⎯Ryan 

 Ryan is an 18-year-old freshman attending Stanford University. Ryan was zoned 

for another McKinney school but opted to transfer to MHS for the sole purpose of being 

in a program that is only offered at MHS. From the moment Ryan started high school, he 

had set a high bar for himself. Ryan had two goals in mind: to receive an appointment to 

the Naval Academy or to receive a Naval Reserve Officer Training Corps (NROTC) 

scholarship and become a Marine Corps Officer.  

 Ryan was considered an all-around student. He was on the swim team, the 

Literary Criticism Club, and the National Honor Society. Outside of high school, Ryan 

was active participant in the Young Men's Service League for the four years while in high 

school. Ryan is now a midshipman with the NROTC program at Stanford. Upon 

completing college, he will fulfill his second goal of commissioning as a Marine Corps 

Officer.  

 
 Transition to college.  Upon graduation, Ryan had 14 AP credits. He began taking 

AP classes during his freshman year of high school. He learned early on how to manage 

the increased workload associated with AP classes. Ryan associated the workload of his 

five AP classes his senior year of high school to his five college courses stating that "the 

workload is the same, same expectations of getting your work done, coming to class 

prepared with your readings.” Ryan's AP classes aided him to “establish a solid work 

ethic.” Zhang and Smith (2009) concluded that “students who possessed an academic 

ethic in high school were more likely to make a smoother transition to college and were 

more likely to possess an academic ethic in college” (p. 829). He claimed that it was not 

about being more intelligent but about “put [ting] the work into it.”  
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 Transferable academic skills.  Transitioning from high school to college can be 

different for everyone. One of Ryan’s biggest struggles was going from a structured 

lifestyle to being accountable for himself. Now the accountability to show up to class, do 

the work, and manage free time was something that Ryan had to figure out.  

 Another skill Ryan learned to do was manage his time. Time management is a 

concerning struggle for many college students (Schachter, 2014). He opted to have a very 

structured schedule for himself. This structure allowed Ryan to break down each day by 

specific tasks needing to get accomplished and due dates for his school work. Ryan felt 

“much more productive,” and the structured schedule had assisted him greatly as he 

learned to manage his time. To construct his weekly schedule, Ryan utilized google 

calendar to keep track of his tasks. However, he did not use this planning strategy while 

in high school. His newly implemented time management method proved to be effective 

for Ryan and “incredibly helpful” to alleviate any late assignment and kept him on task. 

Ryan stated that learning to managing his time has “made me much more productive.” 

 When it comes to notetaking, Ryan credited his AP classes he took freshman and 

sophomore years in learning how to take notes. He stated that “he really [had] to sit down 

with teachers and figure out how you are supposed to take notes.” The one approach that 

worked best for Ryan while taking notes was writing down keywords. Ryan noted that 

keywords would spark a memory stating, “I will either remember it, or I know where I 

can go back to reference it” while reviewing his notes for an upcoming test. Ryan also 

specified that “there is room for improvement” as he continues to develop his notetaking 

strategies. 
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 The ability to speak in front of people is a fear for many. Ryan does not mind 

speaking in front of a group of people; he does worry about how he articulating himself 

in front of an audience. For Ryan, public speaking is an evolving skill. He wants to learn 

how to formulate his thoughts and ideas to sound “well-spoken.” Ryan noted, “you can 

definitely tell the difference between people who are really well-spoken.” Ryan did 

recognize that while in college, there are many more opportunities to speak in front of a 

group of people than in high school. Ryan also knew that it takes him a lot longer to say 

what he needs to say because of his use of “pet” words. “Vocabulary, sentence structure, 

and command voice” are all factors Ryan recognized that make a significant difference 

when it comes to public speaking.  

 
 High school versus college experiences.  One significant difference between high 

school and college that Ryan had not considered was the workload. Ryan had heard from 

his friends about strenuous the workload can be in college. In high school, a student 

spends more time attending class than working on assignments. Ryan quickly learned that 

less time is spent in the classroom and more time doing homework in college. This was 

an adjustment for Ryan because in high school he had to juggle school, homework, and 

extracurricular activities. In college he has more free time but lots of homework. 

 Teacher relationships were essential to Ryan. According to Padget et al. (2010) 

suggest teacher relationships influence academic success. One of the most prominent 

factors Ryan was grateful for in high school was all the mentors he had. Ryan mentioned 

a few of his teachers, his two military instructors, and his swim coach for their role in 

shaping him into the person he is today. Ryan further claimed that “the ability to develop 

professional relationships” was associated with “people who want[ed] to help me 
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succeed.” However, in college, due to the lack of face-to-face interaction because of the 

pandemic, Ryan shared the efforts he makes in building relationships with his professors. 

He would stay after class in Zoom with his professors so he could talk with them. Ryan 

asserted that the more exposure he has with his professors, the more approachable they 

become. He considered his major advisor to be “super helpful” when asking questions or 

not understanding something. 

 
Answering the research question: How prepared are Mckinney High School 

students in their transition to college.  With less than one year of college experience, 

Ryan attributed having a solid work ethic to his college success thus far. Upon entering 

high school, Ryan was driven and focused, and he continued to be driven and focused in 

college. Ryan's transition and college readiness appeared to have gone smoothly, 

especially because the expectations his AP classes were quite similar to his college 

courses. Leary and DeRosier (2012) stipulated that positive thinking in one's ability to 

deal with transition leads to positive outcomes (p. 1216). Ryan did not state specifically 

how prepared he was for college but does attribute his readiness to positive mentorship 

and guidance from his high school teachers.  

 
Subsequent research question one: What school-based programs or strategies do 

former Mckinney High School students identify that helped their college readiness and 

transition?  Being in AP classes, Ryan believed the workload and expectations were very 

similar to his college courses. Ryan said his AP classes “really helped me to be able to 

manage my time in the way of getting stuff done and knowing how to relate it to class.” 

Ryan struggled with taking notes, so he attributed his AP classes in learning how to take 
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notes that worked for him. Ryan used the strategy of writing down keywords so he can 

later reference them. What Ryan appreciated most about his AP classes was being 

surrounded by “like-minded individuals.” Ryan relished in being surrounded by people 

who are motivated and focused because he was able to learn from them.  

 
Subsequent research question two: What challenges did former McKinney HS 

students face in their transition to college for which they were unprepared?  After 

leaving such a structured environment, Ryan had to figure out how to adjust to college. 

Research by Hicks and Heastie (2008) indicated that “life transitions, such as moving 

away from home to college, create valuable opportunities for growth and change while 

also potentially heightening self-doubt and disappointment, and even encouraging self-

defeating habits” (p.143). Ryan had to learn how to manage his time. Going from an 

environment where he spent most of his time in class to an environment with less time in 

class was an adjustment for Ryan. With all the spare time, Ryan had to implement his 

own structure to minimize stresses as he navigated his first year of college and 

independence.  

 Ann much like Ryan was a very driven and focused student in high school and 

shared her desires to join the military. She too was surrounded by like-minded individuals 

in high school, who also wanted to join the military. Ann had heard about the study 

through a friend and wanted to share her experiences as a college student.  

 
Case Study Three⎯Ann 

 The third participant is University of Oklahoma sophomore student Ann. The 

University of Oklahoma was her top choice for schools where she received an Army 
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scholarship. Ann is 19 years old and made the Dean's Honor roll freshman year of 

college. Ann wanted to be a nurse in the military. She also wanted to continue as a nurse 

after her military contract has expired. Upon graduation from the University of 

Oklahoma, she will commission into the United States Army as an officer.  

 Ann was involved in various extracurricular activities in high school, such as the 

National Honor Society, tennis team, interact club, and the competitive teams for JROTC. 

Ann spent her four years of high school in the JROTC program. She held a variety of 

leadership positions to include the top position as commander of the program.  

 Although she had a full ride to pay for her tuition, she still needed to pay for other 

items such as food and everyday necessities. Her parents gave her a small allowance each 

month, but it was not enough. Therefore, she secured a job at the gym associated with the 

university, where she worked eight hours a week. Until that point, her only means of 

wages aside from her parents before leaving home for college were babysitting jobs. Ann 

had to learn how to manage her time, money, and her academics at the same time. 

 
 Transition to college.  Money management is a life skill Ann was still learning to 

develop as an independent person. She rated her knowledge as “pretty decent” to money 

management but was unaware of what to do when receiving her first W-2 statement. Ann 

lacked the information necessary to file her taxes. Ann stated “high school would [have] 

helped when it comes to taxes” about the high school having a life skills course. Ann 

stated that she was learning time management the hard way. Not just managing her 

academics, but managing her life in general. Trying to juggle her courses, school work, 

studying, working out, and making money were all elements of her day that needed to be 

managed. 
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 Aside from having to learn critical life skills on her own, she clarified that her 

“college experience has been pretty good.” About 45% of college students are confident 

about their first year of college (Leal, 2015). Ann took her first AP class sophomore year 

of high school and accredited her decision to her future preparation as she progressed 

through high school. The one big takeaway was “the ability to process information and 

prepare yourself,” stated Ann. Ann learned how to “apply the knowledge, instead of 

memorizing” material while in her AP classes. Learning how to draft an outline and 

“apply certain tactics to answer questions” helped her study for AP exams. However, in 

college Ann still struggled with studying, especially when there is no specific study 

guide. She was learning to use the tactics she learned in high school for college to draft 

her own study guide. 

 
 Transferable academic skills.  When asked about how much more time she spent 

on homework in college compared to high school, she stated: "double or triple the time 

spent." In high school, Ann admitted to cramming for tests the morning of but unable to 

utilize this same strategy for college. She revealed, “that is like the biggest downside that 

high school did not prepare is how to study properly and manage that amount of 

information.” Taking notes in high school is not the same as taking notes in college; 

however, she has developed her note-taking strategies over time. In high school, she 

learned and utilized Cornell notes. Cornell notes are taking notes on the main ideas and 

then writing bullet points to study later. That concept had been beneficial for her in 

college, yet the major difference is that more material is covered in college than in high 

school. 
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 Ann actively worked to avoid procrastination. Although she utilized a calendar to 

keep track of her assignment deadlines, she had the tendency to put work off, especially 

when it was a college course that she felt required little effort. Because of her 

procrastination, Ann ended up "scraping by" in that course. Aside from academics, she 

was learning how to manage her time. Alice used a whiteboard to keep track of all the 

things necessary to accomplish for the week. Using the whiteboard gave Ann the 

satisfaction of erasing tasks as she completed them.  

 Knowing how to write is easy for some, and for others, it is a process. For Ann, it 

was a process. While in high school, Ann was fortunate enough to take a dual credit 

English course. She praised her professor, who was instrumental in teaching her how to 

expand her ideas to write a proper essay. Ann claimed her success in the dual credit 

course came because of her professor's passion for what he does. 

 
 High school versus college wxperiences.  Ann has maintained a high-grade point 

average (GPA), high enough to make the Dean's list freshman year. However, Ann 

noticed some significant differences between high school and college. First, she 

addressed “the overload of information and times that by four classes.” Ann referred to 

the delivery of study materials. In high school, “we all know there are those classes that 

the study guide is the test.” However, that is not how college courses work; this has been 

an adjustment for Ann because she has been used to “having the material.” Now she has 

to decipher what information is important. In her college ROTC course, their Captain let 

them have a page of notes for the test, so she utilized her page by writing in tiny font, 

stated Ann. 
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 One major difference that Ann shared was her professors teaching style. Ann 

noted that “the majority of professors just kind of pushed the material” as “their primary 

focus is to give you the information.” Ann declared “that the professor matters” when it 

comes to teaching and providing information compared to McKinney High School 

teachers. She mentioned how her AP history teacher had taught her how to apply 

knowledge and not just memorize information. However, Ann stated one downside, "high 

school did not prepare [me] how to study properly and manage that amount of 

information." Ann had to learned how to manage the information being given to her and 

decipher what is relevant in college, a task she wishes she did not have to learn the hard 

way. However, Ann was not quick to categorize all professors as material savvy, as she 

asserted that the passion professors have for their subject is what matters the most. Ann 

noticed that when professors are passionate, they are more likely to provide tips or tactics 

to sort through all the material. 

 
Answering the research question: How prepared are McKinney High School 

students in their transition to college?  Ann, who was in her second year of college, 

stated, “my college experience has been pretty good.” She was asked to rate her overall 

high school experience in preparing her for college; she answered “definitely was a solid 

eight.” Despite her positive experience, Ann has dealt with some struggles. Learning how 

to manage her time was her main struggle as she transitioned to college. Ann declared 

that it was her mentors and the guidance she received in high school that she felt mentally 

prepared for college despite having a good foundation.  
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Subsequent research question one: What school-based programs or strategies do 

former McKinney High School students identify that helped their college readiness and 

transition?  As an AP and dual credit student in high school, Ann learned more of what 

not to do than she did what to do. For instance, she realized in high school; she could 

cram for a test the night before, but not in college. She learned that she needed an 

organization system to help her stay on track. She learned how to manage her time 

because she spent about double or triple the amount of time on homework than in high 

school.  

 However, Ann did learn the effectiveness of taking good notes in high school that 

proved to be incredibly beneficial for Ann. Instead of writing down everything, Ann used 

Cornell notes to assist her in her college courses. Ultimately, Ann acknowledged the high 

standards she set for herself and knowing what she wanted to accomplish in life. Her 

focus was what drove her to do well in college. 

 
Subsequent research question two: What challenges did former McKinney HS 

students face in their transition to college for which they were unprepared?  Ann felt that 

overall, she had a good foundation of knowing how to manage the overload of 

information, studying, and life skills in general but at times seemed uncertain. Ann had to 

learn to deal with the overload of information associated with college courses. Ann was 

not prepared to deal with the amount of material in college. Ann stated, “I got used to just 

having the material” in high school. There is a significant difference between high school 

and college (Rodriquez et al., 2017). In high school, study guides were provided, but she 

had to make her own study guides in college. With so much information, Ann also 

struggled with how to study appropriately. With no study guide, how was she to manage 
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all the information and know what to study. Aside from academics, one challenge Ann 

had to learn on her own was how to manage her money. She never had to manage her 

money before college. As a college student she had to file her taxes and ensure all bills 

were paid. Although she still has much to learn, she was eager and open to educating 

herself. Ann was determined to achieve her goal of becoming a military officer despite all 

her struggles. 

 Luke had very similar goals to Ann. Luke valued his education and the 

opportunities that he had in high school. When approached with being a participant in 

this study, Luke could not wait to be an open book! During the interviews, Luke was very 

excited to have been selected for this study.  

 
Case Study Four⎯Luke 

 The fourth participant was Luke, a junior from Texas A&M University. Luke was 

a very active student in high school. He was on the football team, soccer team, JROTC, 

and in AVID. Aside from AVID, Luke also took several AP courses. He attended MHS 

all four years of high school.  

 Luke's family has a rich history of military service. Both of his parents attended 

and graduated from Texas A&M. It was no surprise that Luke aspired to serve in the 

military and attend his parents’ alma mater. Luke was able to obtain an Army scholarship 

to Texas A&M University and be a part of the Corps of Cadets. He was currently 

majoring in Communications with a minor in History. Upon graduation, Luke will 

commission in the United States Army as a military officer.  
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 Transition to college.  In high school, Luke took AP and dual credit classes. In his 

AP classes, Luke emphasized how much work was associated with AP classes. Luke 

mentioned how the expectations in his AP classes were similar to those in his college 

courses “because of the work ethic.” Luke revealed two downsides to taking AP classes. 

First, Luke noted that you only got one chance to pass the final AP exam at the end of the 

school year. If you do not pass the exam, you do not get credit for the class. Secondly, 

some of his AP courses were not transferrable to Texas A&M University. He graduated 

from high school with four college courses completed.  

 Upon beginning his freshman year at Texas A&M University, Luke stated that his 

first year was a difficult transition. It was not so much about the academics, but more 

about the life transition and a lack of structure and discipline. Life transitions can create 

opportunities that are influential in development of oneself (Hicks & Heastie, 2008). 

Luke described it as a “vulnerable position because you have so many things going on.” 

He needed to implement a “systems in place” to stay focused, motivated, and ultimately 

driven to succeed. He needed to figure it out before losing his scholarship and ultimately 

his commission into the United States Army.  

 
 Transferable academic skills.  Luke felt that he had made some definite 

improvements in himself from high school to college. He would do very little planning in 

high school and more of just “tackling challenges as they came.” In college, one of the 

most significant changes, according to Luke, is “being aware of deadlines and not 

procrastinating.” Although he still admitted to procrastinating, he was more eager to 

tackle the tasks at hand and less likely to put them off. Luke noted that he uses checklists 

to keep him on track and sticky notes as reminders. He liked to set “short obtainable 
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goals” to help him stay driven in completing tasks as the due date approached. He 

summed it up his attitude stating, “learning how to work smarter, not harder.” 

 
 High school versus college experience.  In high school, Luke developed 

preconceived notions about college, especially with professors. He had heard it was 

difficult from not only his friends but from his high school teachers. His high school 

teachers were trying to express upon him the level of difficulty that Luke would have to 

be accustomed to as a college student. With three years of college under his belt, Luke 

had plenty of professors. For the most part, Luke described his interactions with his 

professors as “very understanding and not as uptight.” However, in the courses where 

there are more than 100 students in the class, he found it challenging to meet with the 

professor. 

 The course workload that Luke had heard would be difficult in college was not 

the case for him. Luke did not notice much of a difference in difficulty in the coursework 

expectations. Having taken AP classes, Luke reflected on when he had to write “200 note 

cards” for an AP class and turn them in at the end of the week. Luke stated, “I have never 

done that in college; no professor wants to do that,” about writing note cards. Ultimately, 

the workload of his college courses is something that Luke was accustomed to in high 

school. He was motivated and driven in high school and continued to be in college. 

 Luke appeared to be handling his transition to college fairly well. With little 

difficulties, Luke has maintained his grades and excelled in the ROTC program at Texas 

A&M University.  
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Answering the research question: How prepared are McKinney High School 

students in their transition to college.  Being a part of the Corps of Cadets at Texas A&M 

has been Luke’s life-long dream. Luke’s first year of college was the hardest. “Transition 

to a university is a major life change for the young” (Lu, 1994, p.81). It was not so much 

the academics that Luke struggled with, but more of the actual transition of being in a 

new environment. Luke compared his college transition to the movie “Avatar.” Adjusting 

to the college environment was something he had to do on his own, he claimed. Luke 

needed to learn how to structure his time and coursework, and ultimately life in general. 

While on his own, Luke stated he had to keep himself in check as he adjusted to college 

life freshman year. Leary and DeRosier (2012) that students are resilient and can produce 

a positive environment to overcome the transition. As a junior in college Luke felt that he 

exceeded his expectations by staying driven. When asked if he felt prepared for college, 

Luke's answer was, “Yeah, I came in definitely one of the most physically fit” and felt 

academically ready. 

 
Subsequent research question one: What school-based programs or strategies do 

former Mckinney High School students identify that helped their college readiness and 

transition?  Luke was an AP, AVID, and dual credit student. Luke compared his college 

coursework to his AP course work in high school, and assessed that his AP classes 

required more work than his college courses. The increased workload in his AP classes 

had set Luke up to deal with college workload with relative ease. A strategy that Luke 

implemented that helped to keep him motivated and focused on planning ahead was using 

checklists, sticky notes, and setting “short obtainable goals” for himself. This allowed 
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Luke stay on top of his coursework and kept him from getting stressed out or 

overwhelmed. Luke stated, “learn how to work smarter, not harder.”  

 
Subsequent research question two: What challenges did former McKinney HS 

students face in their transition to college for which they were unprepared?  Although 

Luke did not directly experience struggles with partying and such, he did notice how 

much his peers were engaging in this type of behavior. Luke did feel he was isolating 

himself from the partying atmosphere, but he also knew he had a lot to lose (military 

scholarship) should he get into any trouble. Therefore, Luke stayed far from trouble and 

continued to remain focused on becoming a military officer. Going from a dependent 

environment to an independent environment can be a struggle as students navigate the 

many variables associated with the transition. Luke, for the most part, adapted quickly to 

the college atmosphere. Although he had some struggles, they were not something he was 

not able to handle. 

 Eric, the final participant, had recently graduated from college. When he saw the 

message about the study on social media, he contacted me and really wanted to be part of 

the study. He was more enthusiastic when he was selected for the interview phase of the 

study. Eric was very open about his high school and college experience during the 

interviewing process.  

 
Case Study Five⎯Eric 

 The final participant was Eric. Eric was a 2020 college graduate from the 

University of Texas-Austin. In high school, Eric was a Gifted and Talented (GT) student. 

He, too, attended McKinney High School all four years. Eric was very active in high 
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school. He was in on the swim team all four years of high school, orchestra, the National 

Honor Society, and he competed on the computer science University Interscholastic 

League (UIL) team. He was heavily involved in the computer science program in high 

school and majored in computer science in college. 

 
 Transition to college.  As college students ready to transition to college, there are 

many elements of life that some learn the hard way. One factor is learning interviewing 

skills. Eric credited the Interdisciplinary Study and Mentorship (ISM) class he took in 

high school for preparing him on how to interview. Students would participate in mock 

interviews, that eventually proved to be of assistance as Eric interviewed for several 

internships as a college student. Some internships were paid and Eric had received a W-2 

for paid wages. Therefore, Eric had to learn how to file taxes and was unsure how to do 

so. Eric suggested a class in high school that could help others with learning key elements 

of adulting such as how to interview and filing taxes. 

 Something that Eric noticed quickly upon entering college, is the amount of time 

spent on homework than he did in high school. Eric recollected a specific computer class 

that was one of his most complex courses that required them to build an operating system 

as a group project. Eric stated, “I was spending like maybe 40 hours a week working on a 

group project.” Eric further claimed that you could get away from studying in high 

school, but not so much in college, and that was an adjustment for him in college.  

 
 Transferable academic skills.  Note-taking skills were something that Eric felt 

was a skill that he learned quite well in high school. Eric stated, “they taught like a wide 

variety of frameworks you can use for note-taking.” Eric claimed that “I think it is an 
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important thing that high school taught a variety of frameworks-by senior year, there was 

something that worked for them.” However, in college, Eric declared that “I did not take 

any notes in college, and I was fine,” he makes this claim because of his ability to absorb 

the information. However, the courses that were math science-based proved that notes 

would have been beneficial instead of relying only on previous homework examples as a 

study guide. Eric stated, “I just go through my textbook like starting maybe a couple [of] 

days before the exam and just cram everything for my math courses.” 

 
 High school versus college experience.  Eric mentioned that “copyright 

infringement was a big issue [in college]” and something that should be addressed in high 

school. Eric further claimed that many high school students do copyright a lot of their 

assignments and “get away with it,” compared to college where you can be “kicked out.” 

Eric suggested that he preferred projects rather than writing. He understood why writing 

in his English courses was important. In English, Eric replied, it is natural for 

assignments to be writing, but “many non-English classes” were heavy with writing. Eric 

stated that “they taught me MLA” in high school; however, he had to learn other writing 

styles while in college.  

 Eric talked about the approachability between high school teachers and college 

professors. Eric shared a story about turning in an assignment that resulted in a loss of 

points because his handwriting was illegible. He stated that he had never gotten counted 

off in high school for hard-to-read handwriting. Eric was not thrilled over losing many 

points on his assignment, but he also did not know how to address the professor about his 

assignment. Eric stated, “professors can be very intimidating for someone that is just 

coming in.” Had Eric felt more confident about himself, he may have addressed the issue 
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with his professor. For future assignments, Eric opted to type his answers to keep from 

losing points. 

 As Eric reflected on his time in high school, he stated that “high school basically 

just taught me to regurgitate information rather than learn [it] in a meaningful way. It 

became a habit of learning “a lot of information I did not care about,” stated Eric. Then 

after a while, he would forget all of the information. Learning information in a 

meaningful way was difficult for Eric, but he eventually learned how to retain 

knowledge.  

 
Answering the research question: How prepared are McKinney High School 

students and their transition to college.  Eric seemed to adjust to college life with relative 

ease. However, what Eric wished he could have seen more in high school of was 

accountability and more discipline when preparing for college. Eric stated examples of 

ways that McKinney High School teachers could have been stricter. For instance, the 

tolerance for late work. In high school, it was tolerated, but in college, the penalty for late 

work was more drastic. When it came to writing, Eric mentioned plagiarism issues. In 

high school, plagiarism was addressed, but no real discipline was issued. Then while in 

college, students could and would get kicked out of programs for the same infraction. 

Kessler (2003), suggest that many first-year college students are unaware of what 

constitutes cheating because there are no clear and consistent rules enforced in high 

school. These differences showed how high school students were not being held to 

college expectations. It was an adjustment for Eric in dealing with the stricter rules, but 

not so much that it impeded or derailed his transition to college. One significant change 

that Eric noted was the difference between McKinney High School teachers and 



104 

professors. Teachers are present, and you can see them each day, and professors are 

present for their courses only. Despite the changes, Eric graduated from the University of 

Texas after four years of schooling.  

 
Subsequent research question one: What school-based programs or strategies do 

former McKinney High School students identify that helped their college readiness and 

transition?  Being a GT student who had taken several AP classes, Eric attributed the 

work that he did in his AP classes in preparing him for the workload that he would 

encounter in his college courses. Eric realized that his college courses were similar to his 

AP classes because he had developed a mindset that it would be a lot of work. “Many 

first-year students find that their college courses are fundamentally different from their 

high school courses” (Conley, 2007a, p. 23). Being an AP student, Eric was already 

accustomed to higher-level school work. 

 Eric mentioned learning a variety of frameworks for note-taking that were helpful 

as a high school student but failed to utilize as a college student. He also reflected that if 

he could go back, he would have used his strategies for note-taking as a college student. 

Eric also attributed learning about the different writing styles that were useful in college. 

On top of learning about the different writing styles, he also learned the importance of 

copyright infringement. Developing effective strategies in high school are necessary for 

college transition (Rodriguez et al, 2013). 

 
Subsequent research question two: What challenges did former McKinney HS 

students face in their transition to college for which they were unprepared?  A challenge 

that Eric was not prepared for in college was doing other adult-like things that did not 
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pertain to academics, such as paying taxes. Eric had a job while in college and was 

unaware of how to file his taxes. Another challenge Eric had to face was how to go from 

a very structured environment to a self-structured one. Eric was now in charge of his time 

and managing it all, to include that assignments and projects were turned in on time.  

 Although Eric was a college graduate, he had mentioned increasing student’s 

expectations and responsibilities while in high school. His opinion on increasing high 

school students’ expectations stemmed from the noticeable differences while in college. 

Eric’s opinion on this matter substantiated the need to revisit current high school 

practices. 

 The exploration of the five cases for this case study provided valuable data to 

begin in reassessing current high school practices. The data showed what students 

understood about college readiness and what can be done to better develop high school 

students to meet college expectations. The data provided by the five respondents showed 

just how much of a role high school plays in preparing students for post-secondary 

education. 

Cross Case Analysis 

 In the cross-case analysis, I explored the common themes that emerged across the 

five cases. The three themes that emerged were: transition to college, transferable 

academic skills, and high school versus college experience. Within the first theme of 

transition to college, two themes emerged: how respondents assessed their involvement in 

advanced academics and their ability to evolve into an independent college student. The 

second theme explored the development of good habits of academic skills and how those 

skills impacted student performance in college. Finally, the last theme, high school versus 
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college experience, showed how each participant viewed the difference between a 

dependent and independent environment. Participants also assessed the differences 

between their high school teachers and their college professors. 

 
Transition to College 

 Each participant shared their experiences about the college transition process. 

Participants reflected on their enrollment in advanced academic classes in high school 

and articulated factors related to their college transition. Participants were open in sharing 

their positive encounters along with the challenges they experienced. Going from high 

school to college was a significant transition that required preparation. 

 

 

Figure 4.2. Transition to college emerged themes. 

 
 Enrollment in advanced academics.  One common variable that all five 

participants attributed to college preparation was their involvement in AP or dual credit 

classes in high school. Alice, Ann, and Luke were enrolled in both AP and dual credit 

classes as high school students. Alice, who had less than a year of college experience, 

stated, “senior year, I was technically already taking college classes, so that helped me 
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transition.” Alice further assessed that her dual credit courses were “like a preview.” Ann 

described how AP classes helped her “how to apply the knowledge instead of 

memorizing it” and proved to be essential for processing information. AP classes helped 

prepare Ann for college along with her dual credit course. With Alice, Ann, and Luke’s 

exposure to college courses through their enrollment in dual credit, they had some idea of 

what college classes would be like. In Luke's experience with his AP classes, he 

described being mentally prepared for a certain level of expectations. Luke also shared 

that his dual credit course did feel a lot like college.  

 Ryan and Eric were only enrolled in AP classes in high school. Ryan, who also 

had less than one year of college experience, and 14 AP credits upon graduating high 

school believed that the amount of work he was accustomed to in his AP classes were 

similar to that in his college courses. Eric also associated the workload of his AP classes 

identical to the workload of his college courses. Both participants were limited in being 

able to associate their AP classes to their college courses to anything other the workload. 

 Although all five participants detailed how AP and or dual credit classes 

attributed to a positive transition to college, there was one adverse effect that Luke 

described about his experience. Luke addressed that some colleges may not accept AP 

credit because some of his credits did not transfer over. Although the experience in being 

in AP classes is critical, having the time and effort spent in AP classes should account for 

something more than just experience in college readiness. No other participant mentioned 

not receiving transfer credits for their AP classes. A positive outcome that Luke 

addressed was how AP classes could boost a student’s GPA as long as the student could 

keep up with the work and get the credit at the end of the year by passing the AP test.  
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 Ryan and Eric provided limited reflections of their AP class experiences in 

making any further connections to their college courses beyond the course workload. 

Alice, Ann and Luke’s involvement in dual credit courses as high school students were 

instrumental in building a stronger stance on how advanced academics aligned to college 

expectations beyond the course workload. All five participants attributed their 

involvement in AP or dual credit as an influencer in academic readiness. However, Alice, 

Ann, and Eric felt that more needed to be done besides academic preparation. The 

transition to college is essential, and requires a broader focus beyond academics such as 

skills necessary for college transition. 

 
 Developing independence.  Aside from the academic transition to college being 

relatively smooth, learning how to function independently was a missing key element 

paramount to college transition. Alice had to learn how to function as an adult rather 

quickly compared to the other case participants. Alice chose to go to school close to 

home, so, she was not fully on her own. However, Alice had a lot more responsibilities 

than the rest of the participants. Her decision to say close to home meant that Alice also 

had responsibilities at home that she must adhere too. Alice did not realize how much 

responsibilities adults incur after high school. She was fully unaware of how fast she 

would have to become independent.  

 Despite having a scholarship to cover tuition, some things were not covered. 

Managing money for Ann was a struggle. Ann was able to do as she pleased with the 

money she earned from her babysitting jobs, and had no financial responsibilities, 

however, college was different. Learning about money management had been difficult for 

Ann, on top of realizing she would have to file taxes. Eric echoed the same issue Ann 
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shared about paying taxes. He, too was unfamiliar with the filing of taxes. College 

students are expected to conduct themselves as adults. Learning to adapt to a non-

structured environment was a struggle for all the case participants, but they were able to 

adapt. 

 The two participants, Ryan and Luke, did not mention any financial struggles or 

stresses about managing money. The lack of their acknowledgement of financial 

struggles could mean that both participants who have full-rides on military scholarships, 

are utilizing the stipend money to cover any additional costs or their parents are covering 

all costs so that academics could be their primary focus. If a student is not within 

academic standing, it could result in a loss of the military scholarship. 

 The participants shared how they wished they could have had some sort of life 

skills class in high school. Participants realized that transitioning to a new environment 

was both exciting yet stressful. It was exciting because they were ready to begin the next 

chapter of their life as an adult. They were on their own, however, they felt that they did 

not have all the skills to be independent. Yet, they all seemed hopeful and determined 

that they would figure life out as it came to them. 

 
Good Habits of Academic Skills 

 Throughout K-12 schooling, students are taught many skills or productive habits 

that assist them academically. These skills or habits provided students the tools necessary 

to be successful as they progressed in school. Those skills or good habits are developed 

and refined over time. Some good practices that developed over time were: note-taking 

and time management. Learning how to take notes was vital to academic success. There 

were several strategies mentioned: Cornell notes, outlining, summary notes and main 
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ideas. Each student learned how to take notes and knew what strategy worked for them in 

retaining information. Should a student reach college and not know what note-taking 

strategy works for them, it could be difficult to learn such skills in at that point. In high 

school, students get very little practice in managing their time. 

 
 Notetaking.  To be successful in college, it was vital to have the material 

necessary to pass the test and course. Alice attributed developing "good habits" in high 

school as the foundation for effective learning. Alice felt that her “good habits” were 

enough and fully developed until she started college. Then she realized that those “good 

habits” were merely a basic foundation. Alice had to go back and learn “good habits” of 

note-taking on a higher level. Taking notes in a class that is 55-minutes over one chapter 

in a book is not the same as taking notes in 1.5-hour long class and over several chapters.  

 Ann was introduced to Cornell notes as a freshman in high school. Ann found 

Cornell's notes to be of great assistance to her and still uses them in college during lecture 

times. However, what Ann did struggle with is taking notes when reading several 

chapters because trying to decipher what information is important is difficult.  

 Ryan commented during his interview that he did not really have a strategy for 

taking notes. He had not figured out what worked for him. So instead, he just used 

keywords, so that later when he needed to recollect information, the keywords could 

spark his memory. Therefore, Ryan was still in the developmental phase of learning good 

note-taking strategies. 

 Eric mentioned that he was “taught a variety of frameworks” for taking notes that 

were quite helpful in high school. However, he did not use any of the frameworks as a 

college student. He had stated that they were an “important tool.” Eric dually noted that, 
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the majority of the time professors would provide slide presentations during lectures 

therefore doing away with the need to take notes. Eric mentioned that just because 

professors used slides to deliver information, that students should not be deterred from 

taking notes. In hindsight Eric felt that he should have taking notes even though he was 

able to “absorb information,” as he put it. 

 In order to do well academically, one must be able to pass the tests in order to 

maintain a suitable GPA. Therefore, the expectations in college require students to keep 

up with their classes and the information. The information is critical especially because at 

some point in time the information because relevant outside of school. Having taken good 

notes could be a resource later used. 

 
 Managing time.  Time management was a skill that required students to refine. In 

high school, very little opportunity exists for students to practice effective time 

management strategies. Often students will put things off until the end that leads to the 

habit of constant procrastination.  

 Alice declared herself a bad procrastinator. To combat procrastinating, Alice 

recognized the need for organization. Each week Alice planned out her days as a part of 

her organization process. Alice made every attempt to reverse the bad habit of putting 

things off. Although, she often got all her work done on time, there have been moments 

when she felt awful because she had turned in an assignment late or missed a deadline.  

 Ann reflected on her performance while in college, one class in particular where 

she barely scraped by with an “A.” Her reasoning for just scraping by-procrastination. 

She could have done so much better had she not put her school work off, therefore 

realizing that she needed to change her behavior. At the beginning of each week, Ann 
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planned each day. She was not one to maintain a calendar instead used a whiteboard to 

keep track of her week. Ann’s ability to recognize the need for change showed her level 

of maturity and desire to hold herself to a higher standard.  

 Ryan had to learn how to manage his time, especially because he had to structure 

his days. To manage all of his time, Ryan used the Google calendar to keep track of tasks 

that need to be accomplished. His calendar kept him accountable and helped manage his 

stress level, so he did not feel overwhelmed. In high school, Ryan did not use a calendar 

as a management system but instead a checklist.  

 Luke felt that one improvement that he had developed over time was being more 

aware of deadlines. He, too, tended to procrastinate, specifically when he had plenty of 

time to work on projects but not so much on other assignments. He created a "to-do list" 

to keep track of his deadlines and create objectives for each week to accomplish. Luke 

did not show signs of struggling with late work, instead he saw others around him 

struggling with the transition to college on every aspect. That was the deterrent for Luke 

to not fall into the same path of behaviors that led to college drop-outs.  

 Eric found that managing his time in college looked more like a full-time job. He 

stated that when he was in his Operating Systems course, he would invest up to 40 hours 

a week working on a group project. He even found himself working through his lunch 

breaks and then spending additional time at home on his project. For Eric, it was more 

about how interested in particular courses that made him want to put the effort and work 

into more than maybe other courses. 

 In summarizing the response from the participants about building good time-

management habits, something happened for each of the participants to feel the need to 
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revamp their time management strategies. Alice felt horrible about turning in a late 

assignment and Ann barely scraping an “A” in one of her classes was a defining moment. 

For Luke, it was looking around and seeing others falter, as his motivation to stay on top 

of this task, and for Eric, it was more about how interested he was in the class, that drew 

his desire to work harder than others.  

  
High School Versus College Experience 

 There were many differences that participants recognized between high school 

and college. In high school, students had a very structured schedule, where the majority 

of their time was spent in the classroom compared to college, where they spend less time 

sitting in a desk. When students get to college, they were responsible for setting their 

schedules and maintaining all their school work. The relationships between teachers and 

professors looks very different. In high school teachers must build relationships with 

students to connect with students. Students spent more time with high school teachers 

compared to college professors. In college, professors had many students and the time 

spent is very limited to build relationships. 

 
 Structure versus non-structure.  High school structures are very different from 

college structures. In high school, a lot of a students’ time is molded by parents, but in 

college the student is in charge of themselves. In high school students can get away with 

not meeting deadlines, or cramming for a test the morning of, and putting in little effort. 

In college, one can choose to go to class or not. However, if one does not meet the 

deadlines for assignments the penalties for late work is severe or not even tolerated. 
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 For Ryan, adjusting to the college lifestyle was a huge factor that he needed to get 

past. Going from a structured environment to a non-structured one meant that he needed 

to manage his own day. Ryan mentioned that he had heard how different high school was 

from college, but it was not until he started his college career did, he understand what 

those differences were. He learned that the amount of time spent in the classroom was 

different than in high school. And the amount of reading and homework was significantly 

more than high school. But he also felt that he had more free time. This setting is where 

he felt that he needed to manage his time to ensure that he stayed on top of his studies 

while still have time for himself.  

 Luke too, was informed by his friends and teachers how hard college could be. 

Luke described his first year of college as "one of the hardest years." He described being 

in a "semi-vulnerable position" his first year and just trying to take in the whole college 

experience. He most definitely felt out of place. Luke also stated that, “there were no 

systems in place,” referring to structure so, he had to implement his own system that 

worked for him to stay focused and motivated in college.  

 
 Teachers versus professors.  Another difference that stemmed from the case 

studies is the difference between teachers and professors. Teachers develop professional 

relationships with students that can lead to a mentoring-type bond. In college, the 

atmosphere required students to function independently. Establishing a bond with 

professors required more effort by the student than the professor to build.  

 Alice had taken some dual credit courses as a high school senior, therefore she 

felt that she had some college experience. In high school, Alice felt that the teachers were 

more willing to provide ample opportunities so that she could pass. In high school Alice 
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could cram for a test the day of and do well. However, in college, Alice felt the mentality 

of professors was “if you want to pass, you got to put in the work.” Alice declared, “In 

college, you cannot cram three chapters of information and do well.” 

 For Ann, she said that the biggest downside about high school is that it did not 

prepare her how to study properly and manage the amount of information associated with 

college courses. However, Ann was fortunate enough to have professors who would 

make learning easy by posting videos and the answers to practice exams. Although the 

work was on her to complete, she also felt that she had support from some of her 

professors much like the support she received from her high school teachers. On the other 

hand, Ann also felt that, the college professors' main goal is "to push the material" and 

have very little interaction with students. 

 Relationships with educators were essential to Ryan because he credits many of 

his high school success to his teachers' guidance and mentorship. In high school, Ryan 

mentioned some of his teachers who were instrumental in mentoring him through school. 

However, in college Ryan realized that, building a relationship with the professor would 

take some work. Ryan made it a point to stay after class to speak and interact with his 

professors. He had developed a professional relationship with one particular professor 

that ended with an opportunity for some internship work for the upcoming school year.  

 Eric focused more on technical issues such as copyrighting. In high school, 

students were simply warned not to plagiarize. In college, when students were caught 

plagiarizing, they would be removed from their major field and at times even from 

college depending on the severity of the plagiarism. For reasons like this, Eric felt that 

the expectations of student should increase each year of high school. Starting freshman 
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year, the foundation of building towards meeting college expectations by senior year 

would be objective. Each year the expectations and student accountability increased. 

Upon graduation from high school, students should be prepared to meet such high college 

expectations.  

 Throughout high school, teachers make every attempt to prepare students for the 

environment that they will encounter in college. However, teachers are limited due to 

high school’s very structured nature but still make every attempt to share as much 

knowledge about college and what to expect. It is difficult to hold students to meet higher 

expectations since parents still have a voice with their student’s education. However, 

once a student becomes a college student that individual is on their own and must learn to 

either adapt or end up a college drop-out.  

Discussion 

 Participants perceived college readiness differently based on their high school 

experiences. Participants in AP or dual credit may be able to manage an increased 

workload compared to those who do not take a college preparation classes in high school. 

However, the most vital component of college readiness is that students are provided all 

of the skills necessary to transition to a non-structured environment.  

 Preparation is key. High school students must have a solid foundation of skills 

and a work ethic for college academics. Zhang and Smith (2009) concluded that “students 

who possessed an academic ethic in high school were more likely to make a smoother 

transition to college and were more likely to possess an academic ethic in college” (p. 

829). AP and dual credit classes were instrumental in providing a workload that mirrors 

what can be expected in college. However, not all students will take AP and or dual credit 
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classes, limiting their exposure to a heavier workload. “Many first-year students find that 

their college courses are fundamentally different from their high school courses” (Conley, 

2007a, p. 23). Students in regular core classes should still be able to develop a good 

foundation for college success but will lack exposure to increased workloads. Learning 

good study habits and what works for each student is vital to establishing the foundation 

for future college success.  

 Going from a structured high school environment to a self-structured college 

environment can be a stressful transition. Professors noticed in the introductory courses 

that first-year students struggle going from the structure of lesson plans to the college 

syllabus provided by college faculty (Rodriquez et al., 2013). All five participants noted 

some level of difficulty in developing a structured environment for themselves. Each 

participant had goals, were focused, and driven, yet not exempt from the struggles of 

creating a structure to manage all of the many assignments and deadlines. Budny and 

Paul (2003) state, “upon entering college, the same student is now in charge of creating 

and implementing their schedule that is typically different each day” (p. 1). 

 In high school, teachers create the foundation for professional relationships to be 

made. In college, the participants stated that developing relationships was more difficult 

because of the college structure. Baber (2014) indicated that “for students, having a 

teacher who demonstrates a strong belief in them as potential college students-through 

words or actions-is an important part of their aspirational development” (p. 1102). 

Students spent less time with their professors compared to their high school teachers. 

Four of the five participants stated how much impact teachers had in shaping and 

mentoring them for the college transition.  
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Educators 

 Educators have the most significant role when it comes to college readiness. 

Besides having a very structured schedule that requires specific content to be taught, it is 

imperative to teach intangible skills. It may seem that lessons are not being learned, but 

when the time comes to use such skills, students refer back to what was taught in high 

school. Rodriquez et al. (2013) suggest that first-year college students understand very 

little of what skills are necessary for college. 

 Teachers’ ability to create relationships were key. Students were receptive to 

mentorship and guidance. When teachers see value in students and encourage them to 

reach their goals (Baber, 2014), the possibilities are endless. Conley (2005) suggest that 

“teachers are very important college advisors” (p.19). Therefore, McKinney High school 

should consider implementing a mentoring program designed to focus on college 

transition and the processes of getting into college. 

 Students needed to be held accountable for assignments and their learning. 

College professors assume that students can manage their assignment deadlines and other 

imperative habits related to college readiness (Rodriquez et al., 2013). Therefore, it is the 

responsibility of teachers to ensure that students understand how to study, take notes, and 

manage their assignments.  

 
Connections to Theoretical Framework 

 Preparation can be categorized as personal or academic-focused. Weidman's 

Model framework (2014) stipulates that preparation is key to a successful transition to 

college. Students entering college need specific skills to endure the academic rigor of 

college. All five of the case study participants stated that knowing how to study, taking 
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notes, and learning the material were all skills they perceived instrumental as college 

students. Respondents referred back to high school, where they learn particular skills that 

worked for them. Alice developed effective study habits that were useful in college. 

Using some form of tracking format was effective for Ryan managing tasks and 

deadlines. Ann commented on applying knowledge as a more tangible skill than 

memorizing information. Luke learned through his friends the workload expectations in 

college differed significantly in high school. With this mental note taken, Luke was 

prepared to tackle the increased workload associated with being a college student. 

Meanwhile, Eric learned the valuable skill of note-taking in high school. He attributes 

learning about a variety of frameworks to his high school teachers.  

 Each participant also had to learn how to manage their time. Managing their time 

included: part-time jobs, classwork, assignments/projects, and a life outside of academics. 

Each participant had developed some form of organization to manage all tasks. This form 

of preparation assisted them in staying focused and motivated to reach their goal of 

obtaining a college degree.  

 Due to AP and dual credit classes' structure, all of my participants were vast 

proponents of those classes in high school. Weidman’s Model also determined that 

aptitude played a substantial role in preparing students for college (2014). The majority 

of the five participants perceived that they were prepared for college. 

 
Transition Theory 

 In Schlossberg’s Transition Theory, she proposes that analyzing individual 

characteristics to assess the transition process (1981) in coping with the transition. All 

five case study participants had anticipated and were preparing for the college transition 
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all through high school. Whether it was the interpersonal relationships, the participants 

had with their high school teachers or the mentors to guide them to successfully adapt to 

their new environments (Schlossberg, 1981). In relating the four “S” of the Transition 

Theory to student readiness, we assess the second “S” of self. Self relates to how a 

student perceives their abilities to deal with the transition. All participants viewed and 

rated themselves as college-ready. Ann praised her involvement in AP and dual credit in 

preparing her. Ryan echoed the same sentiment about his AP classes. Alice and Luke also 

provided feedback on how AP and dual credit coursework helped build a work ethic 

aligned with college expectations. Being a GT, AP, and an ISM student, Eric had 

developed a high standard for himself that eased the transition for him to college.  

 Even though transitions are difficult especially anticipated ones, all five 

participants identified strengths and weaknesses during their transition. Participants 

assessed what areas they need to focus on themselves in high school and sought guidance 

as necessary. 

Implications and Recommendations 

 This study revealed the clear impact that McKinney High School teachers have in 

preparing students for college. Teachers teach subject-matter content, but they also have 

to teach students valuable high school and college skills but still need development in 

other areas pertaining to college readiness. Students are learning so much more in high 

school than just subject-matter content. There are several implications derived from this 

study for the administrators and educators of McKinney High School that could assist in 

the further development of all high school students. 

• Administrators 
o Develop a mentoring program that focuses on college readiness. 
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o Development of academic skills necessary for the college 
transition. 

• Teachers 
o All students need college preparation. 

 
o Build meaningful relationships is important to students. 

 
• Campus-wide initiative 

o Administrators and teachers need to support each other as well as 
students.  
 
 

Administrators 

 During this study, participants were very out spoken about how grateful they were 

for having the high school teachers they did in helping to shape them for college. There is 

no doubt that teachers have very tight time constraints to teach everything that must be 

taught on top of curriculum. Therefore, a recommendation that could benefit all students 

is to develop a college-ready mentoring program. The program’s objectives would be to 

mentor students about the college process and provide them assistance in further 

developing the necessary academic skills such as note-taking, time management and good 

study habits. This program could be especially beneficial to students who are not in AP, 

dual credit, or AVID but are interested in attending college. 

 Teachers feel overwhelmed trying to manage all of the things that students need 

to learn within a school year. There is no doubt that state-mandated curriculum is the 

primary focus, but students need a lot more than just curriculum to get through college. In 

order to be able to master the necessary curriculum, students need to have certain 

academic skills developed. My recommendation would be to hold student workshop 

days. The administrators could host workshop or professional development for students. 

Much like teachers are required to attend professional development training, so should 
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high school students. Students could attend a variety of workshops throughout the day 

about how to develop academic skills that work for them. The workshops could be taught 

by teachers or bring in outside resources to assist. Teachers would also be invited to 

attend the workshops so that they could further reinforce the skills taught and learned in 

the classroom. 

 Administrators, much like teachers, have an invested interest in the success of 

MHS students. With the recommendations provided that impact all students for further 

development, they stand a better chance of understanding what is needed to make and be 

academically prepared for the college transition. 

 
Teachers 

 As high school students begin their freshman year, the development of academic 

skills is critical. Some students will enter high school unaware of how to take notes that 

work for them, or how to study. Many of the participants attributed their development of 

academic skills as a critical component necessary for the college transition. To continue 

to assess for skill development, it is recommended that teachers conduct skills 

assessments each semester to ensure that students are continuously developing their 

academic skills. 

 The rapport that teachers have with students in high school is essential. Within 

that relationship comes the respect that students have for their teachers, by knowing that 

teachers are there to provide assistances. When students have connections with teachers it 

is easier for students to request for guidance when they are unsure of something. It is 

recommended that teachers continue to building professional and meaningful 

relationships with students. Those relationships are the bonds that student look for in 
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growth and development. When a relationship exists between teacher and student, they 

are more likely to work even harder in the classroom. 

 
Campus-Wide Initiative 

 Teachers need to hold students accountable not only for their assignments but also 

for the work ethic. Holding students’ accountable leads to an increase in student 

performance. In college, students are required to maintain a good academic standing, and 

that starts by holding high school students accountable for their learning. In order for 

teachers to hold students accountable, it requires the support of the administrators. 

Therefore, teachers and administrators need to collaborate together to increase student 

accountability. The recommendation is that each year a student moves up a grade that 

teacher’s expectations of students should increase as well. Each year students will be 

expected to perform at a higher level of expectations to prepare them to adapt to a non-

structured environment where they are placed in charge of their academics as a college 

student.  

 The recommendations are designed to increase the readiness of all students to be 

able to adapt to the transition of post-secondary education. The recommendations also 

provide teachers who are already working hard in the classroom the opportunity to focus 

a bit more on skill development outside of the classroom. Providing more focused time 

on skill development ensures that students have learned multiple strategies to choose 

from when one strategy may not work.  
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Future Research 

 Upon completing this study, I would like to continue studying college readiness 

from the student's perspective. It is essential to capture their views pertaining to this 

matter because that data can help restructuring high schools to produce more college-

ready students. Restructuring the education system to focus more on college readiness 

will not be easy; however, continuing research should yield the necessary data for 

change. 

Conclusion 

 In analyzing all the data from the questionnaire and the five case studies, one 

common answer was determined; that most participants felt that high school had prepared 

them for college but not all aspects of college. What high school did not prepare them for 

was how to deal with other adult-like responsibilities such as filing taxes. Incorporating 

valuable adult-like skills in high school is challenging due to the focus of state 

standardized curriculum that must be taught. Teachers are doing what they can with the 

resources they have and within the confines of their very structured classroom 

curriculum. Based on the participants' responses of college readiness, having a good 

foundation of study skills and habits were necessary for college and needed to be 

developed in high school. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

Distribution of Findings 
 

Executive Summary 

As high school students enter their senior year, they begin to make plans for the 

next phase of their life. For many, these plans will include attending college. Students in 

K-12 school spend approximately eight hours a day in a very structured environment. 

When students begin their first year of college, they must adapt to a non-structured 

environment. Some students may adapt quickly, others may struggle, and then some will 

end up dropping out of college. 

High school teachers must juggle state-mandated curriculum, teaching student’s 

vital academic skills, and other administrative items that consume teachers’ time with 

limited classroom time. Therefore, teachers have very little time to ensure that students 

have a thorough understanding of the college process and what expectations students 

could experience as a post-secondary education student.  

 
Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore how McKinney High School students 

perceived their college readiness and ability to transition based on their high school 

experience. Due to high college dropout rates, it was essential to consider how high 

school might help prepare students to transition to college. Very little literature about 

students' perceptions of college readiness exists. Therefore, I wanted to understand what 

factors students identified as necessary for the transition to college. Student perceptions 
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are essential, primarily because of the assumption that high school's focus is to prepare 

students for college. Therefore, three research questions were developed to analyze 

students’ perceptions about their college readiness. The central research question is: how 

prepared are McKinney High School students in their transition to college? The two 

subsequent research questions are: 

1. What school-based programs or strategies do former McKinney High 
School students identify that helped their college readiness and transition? 
 

2. What challenges did former McKinney HS students face in their transition 
to college for which they were unprepared? 

 
I used two frameworks to relate key elements necessary for a successful 

transition. Weidman’s Model of Undergraduate Socialization identifies “preparation” 

from the “Inputs” section as it relates to the “academic accomplishments” (Twale et al., 

2016, p. 86) necessary for students to transition to college successfully. Case study 

participants reflected on their advanced academics, such as AP and dual credit classes 

that were instrumental in college preparation. 

Nancy Schlossberg’s Transition Theory stipulated that there are two types of 

transitions: anticipated and non-anticipated. The transition to college is a long and 

anticipated one that begins to take fruition in high school. The four Ss of the transition 

theory are recognized as “the potential resources someone possesses to cope with the 

transition” (Anderson et al., 2012, p. 38). They are situation, self, support, and strategies. 

Each person deals with transition differently and is based on a number or factors 

resources that impact the transition. The more an individual focuses on their anticipated 

transition to college, the better they adapt to their new environment.  
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Therefore, this study sought to understand what participants viewed as the most 

valuable resources that helped them transition to college. Participants also identified what 

skills they deemed critical as a college student. Most importantly, each participant shared 

their initial struggles but they were determined to become college graduates. 

 
Overview of Data Collection and Analysis Procedures 
 
 To assess student’s perceptions of college readiness, I conducted a qualitative 

multiple case study. The use of “how” and “why” questions (Merriam, 1998) allowed 

participants the opportunity to share their realities that they identified from their high 

school experience. To conduct a robust study, I used two means to collect data. First, was 

the use of a 21 Likert-scale questionnaire with five short answer questions. I used social 

media and word-of-mouth to recruit participants and promote my study. Once the 

questionnaire portion of the data was collected, I categorized the 13 respondents based on 

their college preparation class they specified and college experience. To conduct phase 

two, I randomly selected participants for the semi-structured interviews. The five 

randomly selected participants became the case studies. The interviews were 

approximately 40 minutes in length. The case study participants shared how they 

perceived their transition to college by reflecting on the practices learned in high school. 

Further, participants analyzed their involvement in AP, dual credit and AVID, concerning 

college readiness. 

 After reading through the questionnaire and interview data extensively, I 

identified 15 codes from the questionnaire data and 12 codes from the interview data. In 

further analyzing the codes, I began to pattern match the codes to create short word 

phrases. Ultimately, three themes were derived from the five case studies: transition to 
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college, transferable academic skills, and high school versus college experiences. All of 

the participants in the case studies were all either AP or dual credit students in high 

school. The case studies’ key findings reflect AP and dual credit students' perceptions in 

their college setting.  

 
Summary of Key Findings 
 
 In this study, there were four key findings, they are: the importance of advanced 

academic engagement in high school, the criticalness of teacher relationships, the 

enhanced development of academic skills, and the differences between high school and 

college. Students in advanced academics such as AP and dual credit classes felt at a 

greater advantage in successfully transitioning to college because of the increased 

workload associated with being an AP or dual credit student. All of the case study 

participants applauded the efforts made primarily by their AP teachers for being actively 

involved in their academic development. During the interviews, participants reflected on 

their academic skills such as note-taking and study habits that directly impacted their 

college studies. And finally, participants figured out quickly that there is a gap between 

high school and college.  

 
 Advanced academic engagement.  All five of participants were involved in 

college preparation classes in high school. During the interviews, the participants 

recollected how much of an impact their involvement in AP and dual credit classes were 

in preparing for college. Participants felt that the AP and dual credit classes' workload 

closely resembled their college courses' workload. According to the case study 
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participants, AP teachers were instrumental in holding students accountable and 

maintaining a high standard of expectations.  

 
 Teacher relationships.  The case study participants described how much their high 

school teachers were involved in mentoring and preparing them for college. One 

questionnaire participant attributed her entry into college made possible by the guidance 

of one of her teachers. That particular participant was unsure of the college process and 

required additional assistance. Other participants stated how much time and effort 

teachers had spent outside of the classroom to provide direction in developing academic 

skills they lacked or were underdeveloped. Participants viewed teacher relationships as 

essential and referred to them as mentors.  

 
 Development of academic skills.  Participants were asked to identify academic 

tasks that they found difficulty completing. Their collective answers were: writing long 

papers, managing their time, learning effective study habits, and the ability to take proper 

notes. The academic tasks mentioned above depict what participants struggled with the 

most in adapting to the college environment. Although the respondents had some 

academic skills, many felt that their mastery of writing and good study habits fell short of 

college expectations.  

 
 High school is not college.  Going from a structured to a non-structured 

environment was a struggle for most participants. The participants had to learn to adjust 

to the non-structured environment. One case study participant stated that his first year of 

college was challenging for him. The five case study participants were prepared to 

transition to college but had some obstacles to overcome. When asked if they felt 
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prepared for college, all five participants' responses yielded high tributes to high school 

practices in preparing them to be college-ready. Adjusting and adapting to college can be 

a stressful transition. Participants were asked to rate themselves on their ability to adapt 

to change; 62% of the ratings were either "agree" or "strongly agree." Although 

participants were able to adapt to change, it is not to say that the differences between high 

school and college were not significant enough to induce some stress that proved to be 

manageable. 

 The key findings in this study represent how the participants viewed their 

transition to college. Their valuable input provided examples of how McKinney High 

School was developing students to be college-ready and how to improve the college 

readiness process. To support the findings, I had a few recommendations to address 

college readiness. 

 
Informed Recommendations 
 
 Based on the study's findings, I provided four recommendations for the 

administrators and teachers of McKinney High. These recommendations align with the 

students' struggles and the teacher's limited classroom time. Because this study only 

studied AP and dual credit participants, it is unclear how students in regular core classes 

perceive their college transition. Therefore, the recommendations made are in 

consideration of all students.  

 
Administrator recommendations. Two recommendations addressed how 

administrators can assist in college readiness. The first is to implement a mentoring 
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program that focuses on college readiness and, secondly, to allot time during the school 

year to provide workshops for students on honing in on their academic development. 

 Developing a mentoring program after school that focuses on the college process 

and expectations can be instrumental for all students. The objective is to provide a 

resource for students who are not in AP, dual credit, or AVID and are looking to improve 

their abilities and become informed of what it takes to be a college student while being 

mentored by a high school teacher outside of the classroom setting.  

 The second recommendation focuses on student development by providing 

student workshops and or student professional development. Much like teachers who are 

continuously honing their teaching skills, the same should be for students. The 

administrators would take a day of learning and build a day of learning of critical skills 

instead. 

 
 Teacher recommendations.  The impact that teachers have on students is very 

influential. All of the case study participants praised their teachers for the mentorship 

they provided during high school. I recommended that teachers continue to evolve as 

mentors because all students need guidance as they navigate and prepare for life after 

high school. The second recommendation is to hold students accountable for their 

academics. Transitioning from a structured to a non-structured environment can be 

challenging, but there are areas that teachers can assist, and that is accountability. 

Accountability encourages students to be responsible for their studies and their 

development. For a student to transition to an independent environment, teachers must 

begin to hold students accountable in all areas pertaining to high school. When this 

happens, students are less likely to struggle because they have been held to a standard 
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that closely relates to the standard one must set for themselves in a non-structured 

environment.  

 
 Campus-wide recommendation.  The campus-wide recommendation is a 

collaboration of both administrators and teachers. In order to prepare students to adapt to 

college, students need to be held to a standard that closely relates to the standards 

expected as a college student. The idea is that each year, as the student progresses to the 

next level of high school, the expectations increase. This collaboration requires both 

administrators and teachers to come together to support and be supported to implement 

this recommendation. The goal is that as students become high school seniors they will 

be better prepared to adapt to the college transition.  

 The recommendations provided are to improve the chances that students 

graduating from McKinney High School are as prepared as they can possibly be to adapt 

to the college environment. They further provide assist in bridging the gap between high 

school and post-secondary education. Most importantly, the recommendations provide all 

students the skills necessary to meet college expectations and to reduce the college-

dropout rate. 

 
Target Audience 
 
 From the beginning of this study, the target audience was teachers. However, after 

conducting data analysis, the intended audience has shifted to the administrators and 

instructional coaches of McKinney High School. It is imperative that the administrators 

of MHS are aware of what the teachers of McKinney High School are doing and the 

impact they are having beyond the mandated curriculum. Administrators have the ability 
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to make decisions regarding the learning of students. The instructional coaches can 

further coach and mentor teachers to be even more vigilant of students needs in and out 

of the classroom. Instructional coaches can advocate for resources that teachers need in 

order to further facilitate college readiness of all students. Teachers are going above and 

beyond according to participants by ensuring that McKinney High students have the 

necessary skills to be a college-ready student. The results of this study, although small, is 

a start to reassess how high schools are producing college-ready students. 

 After presenting to the administrators and instructional coaches of MHS, I would 

like to brief the teachers and share with them how their role in shaping and molding 

students for college transition is instrumental. McKinney High School teachers should 

know what the big takeaways are according to students and that all of the hard work and 

extra time spent on students is recognized. Further, that students’ value all the efforts 

made by teachers and it has dramatically improved their chances of obtaining a college 

degree. 

 
Proposed Distribution Method and Venue  

 Upon completing this study, this study's results and findings will be presented in 

professional development for MHS staff members. Additionally, in the upcoming April 

2021 Southeastern Universities Graduate Research Symposium (SUGRS), the researcher 

will present a portion of the study in a poster format presentation. The emphasis for this 

presentation is to focus on the characteristics that high school students found imperative 

in their transition to college. As high school students prepare for the college transition, 

the researcher will examine what skills students found critical in college that either high 

school prepared them for or did not.  
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Conclusion  

 During this study, I explored the perceptions of college students who graduated 

from McKinney High School about college readiness and their ability to deal with the 

transition. I explored a variety of factors related to college readiness such as academic 

skills, college preparation programs and identifying the differences between high school 

and college. Although all of the case study participants were still active college students, 

they did identify elements that they struggled with as college students that high school 

could have assisted with throughout the study. 

 The study revealed that participants felt they had all of the necessary academic 

skills going into college. However, they shortly realized that they needed to refine a lot of 

those academic skills to meet college expectations. For instances, note-taking skills. 

Participants had stated that they had good note-taking strategies coming in to college 

until they realized the amount of notes they would have to take. Participants struggled 

with trying to figure out what information was important enough to have notes on. 

Another skill that participants struggled with was managing their time. No longer under 

the umbrella of their parents’ home, participants were now in charge of their time. 

Participants described several strategies for managing their time that worked for them.  

 College preparation programs such as AP and dual credit classes provided some 

guidance in exploring college expectations. The study revealed that participants related 

the amount of work in their AP classes was the same in their college courses. However, 

that was the extent of what participants stated AP classes had done for them. Dual credit 

courses were closely related to actual college courses because participants were no longer 

under the umbrella of high school, rather their classes were in a college setting. 
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Therefore, high school students were treated like college students and expected to meet 

the expectations of the course.  

 Finally, the study revealed major differences between high school and college. 

The participants identified major differences between teachers and professors, stating that 

they saw more of their teachers than do professors. Participants also revealed how 

important relationships were to them in high school. So, as college students, participants 

had to look for ways to foster relationships with professors to make the college 

experience more meaningful. The transition to college was identified by some 

participants as a struggle yet manageable as they remained focused on the outcome.  

 While college readiness is not a new revelation in research, gathering students’ 

perceptions of what has made them successful in college is a different approach to 

understanding what high schools can do differently. The findings and recommendations 

in this study present ways that can be helpful in continuing our efforts to facilitate 

college-ready high school graduates.  
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APPENDIX A 

 
Student Perception of College Readiness Questionnaire 

 
 
Basic Information: Please fill out the information.  

• Your first name is used to track the questionnaire and will be protected for 
privacy  

• If you would like to be considered for the interview part of this study, please 
provide your email address, so the researcher has the means to contact you. 

• Your age is necessary to ensure you are old enough to participate in the study 

First Name only  
Email address  

Age  
 

Directions: Please rate the questions to the best of your ability based upon your 
perceptions of your high school experience. Your voice is essential in this study. Should 
you prefer not to answer a question due to your level of comfort, that is understandable. 

1. Are you a McKinney High School graduate? 
 Yes 

 
 No 

 
2. Are you currently attending a four-year university? 

 Yes 
 

 No 
 

3. As a high school student, were you enrolled in AVID, Dual Credit, or AP classes? 

Yes  
 

No 
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Utilizing the rating system, rate the following questions that closely relates to your ability. 
 

Question 1-Highly Unlikely  2-Unlikely  3-Likely  4-Somewhat Likely  5-Very Likely 

I am an independent person   1-                  2-             3-             4-         5-  
I am an independent thinker   1-                  2-             3-             4-         5-  
I typically adapt well to 
change 

  1-                  2-             3-             4-         5-  

I manage my time wisely   1-                  2-             3-             4-         5-  
I have no problem adhering 
to deadlines 

  1-                  2-             3-             4-         5-  

I prioritize my time and 
effort effectively 

  1-                  2-             3-             4-         5-  

I am able to complete tasks 
in a timely manner 

  1-                  2-             3-             4-         5-  

If I do not understand 
something, I ask questions 

  1-                  2-             3-             4-         5-  

I understood the college 
process 

  1-                  2-             3-             4-         5-  

I feel ready for college    1-                  2-             3-             4-         5-  
I feel high school prepared 
me for college 

  1-                  2-             3-             4-         5-  

I know what is expected of 
me as a college student 

  1-                  2-             3-             4-         5-  

I feel that I can keep up 
academically with my 
classmates 

  1-                  2-             3-             4-         5-  

Schoolwork is important to 
me 

  1-                  2-             3-             4-         5-  

I have a strong academic 
work ethic 

  1-                  2-             3-             4-         5-  

I have study habits that lead 
to success 

  1-                  2-             3-             4-         5-  

I tend to procrastinate on 
assignments when given 
plenty of time to complete 

  1-                  2-             3-             4-         5-  

I can easily write a paper or 
an essay 

  1-                  2-             3-             4-         5-  

I have good note-taking 
skills 

  1-                  2-             3-             4-         5-  

I am a critical writer   1-                  2-             3-             4-         5-  
I am a critical thinker   1-                  2-             3-             4-         5-  

 

Short Answer Questions: Please provide as much information as you would like 

What academic tasks give you difficulty? 



139 

What actions do you implement to manage your time wisely? 

What is your method for taking notes?  

How complicated was the college process for you? 

What does college expectations look like to you? 
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APPENDIX B 
 

Interview Questions 
 

 

1. How prepared are you, or were you for college? 

2. What are some of the things that helped you prepare for college while in high 

school? 

3. In what ways does high school fail to prepare you for college? 

4. What is your opinion of the current grading policies in McKinney high school?   

5. Do you think the grading expectations will be the same at college, or how do 

grade expectations differ in college? 

6. What do you expect will be different at college compared to high school?  

7. Do you think you will be allowed to re-take a test or make-up work if you do not 

meet the deadline?  

8. Have you been allowed the opportunity to make-up any work as a college 

student? 

9. What was the reason for failing to meet the deadline for the work you missed? 

10. What set of skills do you feel you should have leaving high school to be a 

successful college student? 

11. What is something you wish you could have learned in high school that you do 

not know based on the college syllabus provided? 

12. What soft skills do you feel still need to be developed, and why? 

13. How could high school assist you in the development of those soft skills? 

14. How successfully do you think you will be in college based on what you read in 

the college syllabus provided?  

15. What class/es provided you with knowledge about college expectations?  

16. Do you have a family member with a college degree? 

17. If so, did they talk to you about college expectations? If No, was there someone 

that did speak with you about college expectations that were not a family 

member? 
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APPENDIX C 

 

McKinney TPEIR  

 

 

 

  

Texas PK-16 Public Education Information Resource

Texas High School Graduates Enrolled in College 

and College Credit Earned by High School

Mckinney H S (043907002), Mckinney, TXHigh School: 7/5/2020

2014-2015School Year:

Texas High School Graduates Enrolled in College and One Year of College Credit Earned

2014-2015

Number Percent
High School Graduates 513 100.0%
Enrolled in College (within 16 Months after HS Graduation) 299 58.3%
1 Year Credit Earned  (within 24 Months of College Enrollment) 164 32.0%

Notes: 1.Percent Enrolled in College = Number Enrolled / Number of High School Graduates 
             2. Percent 1 Year Credit Earned = Number of Students Earning 30 Semester Credit Hours/ Number of High School Graduates

High School Graduates by Gender

HS Graduates Enrolled in College 1 Year Credit Earned

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
Male 259 50.5% 150 50.2% 76 46.3%
Female 254 49.5% 149 49.8% 88 53.7%

High School Graduates by Race/Ethnicity

HS Graduates Enrolled in College 1 Year Credit Earned

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
Asian 14 2.7% 8 2.7% 6 3.7%
Black or African American 61 11.9% 38 12.7% 20 12.2%
Hispanic/Latino 151 29.4% 70 23.4% 34 20.7%
White 264 51.5% 167 55.9% 98 59.8%
Other 23 4.5% 16 5.4% 6 3.7%

High School Graduates by Economically Disadvantaged Status

HS Graduates Enrolled in College 1 Year Credit Earned

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
Economically Disadvantaged 123 24.0% 49 16.4% 22 13.4%
Non-Economically Disadvantaged 390 76.0% 250 83.6% 142 86.6%

High School Graduates by Special Education Status

HS Graduates Enrolled in College 1 Year Credit Earned

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
Special Education 27 5.3% 11 3.7% * *
Non-Special Education 486 94.7% 288 96.3% * *

High School Graduates by English Learner Status

HS Graduates Enrolled in College 1 Year Credit Earned

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
English Learner 21 4.1% * * 0 0.0%
Non-English Learner 492 95.9% * * 164 100.0%

Note: Small numbers, shown as asterisks (*) in data tables, are masked to protect student confidentiality. 
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