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Abstract 

 
THE POWER OF COMMUNITY: BUILDING SOCIAL NETWORKS THROUGH 

THE ADVANCEMENT VIA INDIVIDUAL DETERMINATION (AVID) 

COLLEGE READINESS SYSTEM 

 

Travis Wayne Horton, PhD 

 

The University of Texas at Arlington, 2016 

 

Supervising Professor: Barbara Tobolowsky 

This case study fills the gap in research on college and career readiness and the 

Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID) College Readiness System by 

examining the experiences of 11 AVID campus community members on a urban high 

school in Texas to gain their perspectives on the concept of family-feel, as identified by 

Watt, Johnston, Huerta, Mendiola, and Alkan (2008).  It goes further by attempting to 

understanding the role family-feel plays in college and career readiness.  

 Through their experiences in the AVID community at North High School, over the 

course of a three-year period, the students, teachers, tutors, and administrator were able 

to give their perspectives on their nonacademic interactions.  In doing so, this study was 

able to show that, through the lens of social capital, that relationships and networks 

matter and that student success is influenced by the interactions that exist as community 

members share resources.  

Participants identified family-feel as informal, nonacademic interactions that 

fostered trust and encouraged reciprocity among community members.  Students 

associated family-feel to their relationships with adults that focused on the importance of 

the student over the course curriculum, while adults sought to serve as role models and 
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advocates for their students.  Through these interactions, community members were able 

to forge bonds that allowed for them to share experiences that would enabled the 

students to feel more prepared for college by giving them a social context of the higher 

education environment.  
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Chapter 1  

INTRODUCTION 

In the United States there has been a longstanding academic achievement 

gap between student demographic groups.  As a result, an increasingly higher 

number of students are not gaining the appropriate skills needed for college 

readiness.  For example, in two reports issued by the National Center for 

Education Statistics, African American students scored an average of 30 points 

lower than their White counterparts in mathematics (Vanneman, Hamilton, 

Anderson, 2009), while Hispanic students performed 27 points below White 

students on standardized tests (Hemphill & Vanneman, 2011). 

This same gap is referenced in a report by the College Board where it 

found that only 15.9% of Black students and 26.3% of Hispanic students were 

considered college-ready based on the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) compared 

to 54.7% and 56.6% for their White and Asian counterparts respectively (Wiley, 

Wyatt, & Camara, 2010).   This gap manifests itself in real time with minority 

students enrolling in less rigorous courses that do not meet admission 

requirements for most universities.  As a result, students, particularly students of 

color, are not graduating high school as college ready.  
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College and career readiness1 has become an important driver of 

educational policy within the past decade.  The American College Testing (ACT) 

program (2014) defines college and career readiness as the ability of a student to 

enroll and succeed, without remediation, in credit-bearing postsecondary courses 

at two-year or four-year universities, colleges, and trade or technical schools.  

Therefore, there is an identified need to enable students to continue to be learners 

after they have graduated high school, but this definition does not specify what 

knowledge is needed for “success.” 

Smith (2014) describes college readiness as “the combination of skills, 

knowledge, and behavior of mind necessary to fully participate in college-level 

courses” (p. 6).  Conley’s  (2010) definition contends that students are college 

ready when they are able “to get the most out of the college experience by 

understanding the culture and structure of postsecondary education and the ways 

of knowing and intellectual norms of this academic and social [emphasis added] 

environment” (p. 6). In other words, Conley implies that students need to be 

prepared both academically and socially in order to successfully navigate the 

postsecondary landscape. Thus, beyond increasing academic capacity, schools 

                                                
1 Definitions for college and career readiness and other terms can be found in 

Appendix A. 
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also must tackle the task of preparing their students for the social atmosphere of 

higher education in order to promote college-readiness.   

Conley (2010) has identified four interconnected dimensions of college 

readiness, to go along with his definition, that indicate the multifaceted 

preparation that contributes to college success.  These aspects are: (a) key 

cognitive strategies, (b) key content knowledge, (c) academic behaviors, and (d) 

contextual skills and awareness.  Key cognitive strategies refer to skills that allow 

students to interpret information, construct arguments, and problem solve. This is 

what Conley refers to as “habits of mind” (p. 33), but serve as the foundational 

elements that support ways of knowing. Key content knowledge is the subject 

specific knowledge gained from the course content. For Conley (2010), academic 

behaviors are those organizational and study skills that allow students to actively 

monitor, evaluate, and direct their own thinking. Contextual skills and awareness 

relate to the knowledge needed to navigate the social norms of the college 

environment.  This includes the informal (e.g., collaborative relationships and 

social behaviors) and formal (e.g., college admissions, financial aid, degree plans) 

landscape that enables students to use their knowledge in a manner that helps 

them succeed within the culture of the college campus.   

 In his book, College and Career Ready, Conley (2010) visually represents 

this relationship as a series of nested concepts in order to give a comprehensive 
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meaning to being college ready.  Figure 1.1 illustrates how Conley views the 

relationship between these dimensions.  

 

Figure 1.1 Four dimensions of college and career readiness. Adapted from 

Conley (2010). 

 

Recently, Kamenetz (2015) and Martin (2015) suggested that these nonacademic 

skills are keys to success; this is particularly the case for students who may have 

the motivation, but are not ready for college because they are not being taught 

these skills.  Therefore, these behaviors and contextual skills become an 

increasingly important component of a school’s push to make students college 

ready.   

Contextual	
Skills	and	
Awareness	

Academic	
Behaviors	

Key	Content	
Knowledge	

Key	Cogni;ve	
Strategies	
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Research (Cabrera & Padilla, 2004; Watt, Johnston, Huerta, Mendiola, & 

Alkan, 2008) suggests that one way schools can prepare these motivated but 

underrepresented students academically and socially for college success is 

through Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID). AVID employs 

instructional practices in elective courses that center on higher-level thinking 

skills and teaching methods that emphasize writing, inquiry, collaboration, 

organization, and reading (WICOR) strategies in elementary schools to 

postsecondary campuses (AVID, 2014).  The goal of this college readiness 

program is to provide the academic and social support high school students need 

to succeed (Swanson, 1989), particularly students who would be first-generation 

college students, historically underrepresented at postsecondary institutions, and 

are of low socio-economic status (AVID, 2014).  Evidence suggests it is 

succeeding. Recent data compared national averages of non-AVID White and 

Asian seniors with their AVID peers and found that the achievement gap closed to 

within five percentage points for those underrepresented students who 

participated in the college readiness system (AVID, 2014).  (These statistics can 

be found in Appendix B.) 

Part of the AVID College Readiness System’s (ACRS) popularity is its 

ability to retain students in academically rigorous coursework.  In fact, schools 

that have employed this system for at least four years tend to have a higher 

student retention rate across all four years of high school than schools with less 
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than four years of implementation or no AVID practices at all (Watt et al., 2008).  

Further, the mere presence of AVID on a campus increases the chances of that 

school offering more rigorous coursework and higher student enrollment in 

courses linked to college readiness (Huerta, Watt, & Butcher, 2013). 

Much of the published research on AVID is concerned with program 

retention, focusing specifically on the structural components (e.g., teacher 

preparedness, academic support, and financial pressures) or the instructional 

strategies that affect students’ persistence in the program, and is quantitative in 

nature (Black, Little, McCoach, Purcell, & Siegle, 2008; Contreras, 2011; 

Hubbard & Ottoson, 1997; Huerta et al., 2013; Watt et al., 2008). Studies aimed at 

giving the students’ points of view do exist, but they address the entirety of their 

academic career (e.g., parent support, college knowledge, classroom engagement, 

advocacy, and class issues) defined by college readiness (Cabrera & Padilla, 

2004; Cooper, 2012; Curran, Ned, & Winkleby, 2013; Horvat, Weininger, & 

Lareau, 2003), and do not focus exclusively on elements of the AVID experience.  

Therefore, the purpose of this study is to investigate the creation of community 

within AVID and how the relationships among its students, teachers, tutors, and 

administrators aid in college readiness. 

Brief History of AVID 

In 1980, Mary Catherine Swanson, a high school teacher, identified a need 

to provide access to academically rigorous coursework for the students from low-
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income areas being bused to her high school in San Diego, California. AVID was 

her response to this need, because it provided the structure to facilitate student 

engagement through the use of organization and study skills, collaborative 

strategies, and academic support. 

 Since 1980, AVID has expanded to nearly 5,000 schools in 16 countries 

(AVID, 2014).  Top performing schools within the ACRS organization are able to 

apply to be National Demonstration Schools.  These campuses are able to 

integrate the AVID strategies across all subject levels, such as English, math, 

science, and social studies classes, and have institutionalized the AVID practices.  

A National Demonstration School is an ACRS exemplar and roughly 3% of the 

AVID schools currently hold this designation (AVID, 2014). These campuses 

serve as teaching schools for others wanting to adopt the ACRS at their 

institution.   

In serving as a teaching school, visitors to these campuses can see the 

ACRS being implemented in classrooms.  They are also able to witness the 

components of the AVID classroom that are not part of the systems structure, but 

are included in AVID’s training materials. Examples of these elements are team-

building activities and goal-setting lessons that are aimed at increasing student 

comfort levels (AVID, 2015).  
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Problem Statement 

AVID was developed to address the longstanding achievement gap, 

particularly with first-generation students and students of color. There is much 

information available on the AVID College Readiness System (ACRS) and the 

curricular components that it utilizes in order to help students become college 

ready.  However, the published research that is AVID-specific is largely 

quantitative in nature and is focused more on the benefits that the ACRS brings to 

a campus or the academic support that it provides.  There is limited research that 

is qualitative in nature allowing for a more in-depth investigation of AVID. The 

concept of a family atmosphere was identified in one study (Watt et al., 2008), but 

the main purpose of that study was focused on identifying reasons for student 

attrition.  Furthermore, when AVID is present in qualitative research, it is 

generally present as one of many resources that the student was accessing.  In 

addition, the work that has been done does not explore the role of social networks 

within the AVID system and how they contribute to student success. Therefore, it 

is important to explore the nonacademic interactions of the ACRS that contribute 

to the creation of the AVID community specifically in relation to family-feel and 

the access to resources within its social network. 

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study is to better understand how members of the 

AVID community define and perceive family-feel.  Previous research identified 
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that it contributes to the students’ college preparation, but failed to tease out what 

it is or how it contributes to the students’ success (Huerta, Watt, & Butcher, 

2013). This study will help us better understand the nature of the AVID 

community, how it is formed, and its relevance for AVID students.   

Research Questions 

This qualitative case study will gain insights from AVID teachers, tutors, 

an administrator, and recently graduated seniors to better understand their 

perceptions of how the sense of community or family-feel contributes to the 

students’ college preparation.  Specifically, this study will address the following 

questions: 

• What do AVID teachers, administrators, and students perceive contributes 

to the creation of family-feel? 

• How do teachers operationalize family-feel in their classrooms? 

• In what ways do students perceive family-feel contributes to college 

readiness? 

• How does social capital theory explain the concept of family-feel? 

Position of Researcher 

My personal interest in conducting this study is based in my fascination 

with human performance and social justice.  I am greatly intrigued by people who 

persist when everyone else expects them to fail.  In this case, AVID practices 
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have been found to close the achievement gap for historically underrepresented 

groups who under normal circumstances would be less likely to succeed.  

For the past seven years, I have been the AVID Coordinator of the school 

participating in this study and I saw how AVID can positively affect students’ 

lives.  Today, I serve more as a steward of the program than in any formal 

supervisory position.  I know our students succeed, but I believe that previous 

research has not meaningfully addressed the social aspects of the AVID 

community.  Therefore, my role as researcher is to explore how the relationships 

influence student success. 

Significance of the Study 

 The significance of this study is that it expands our understanding of two 

areas, college readiness and student achievement, by investigating the social 

relationships and interactions that exist within a primarily academic community.  

By looking specifically at the AVID community, greater depth of knowledge can 

be gained on how AVID works beyond the curriculum of WICOR strategies.  

Since family-feel has been identified as an existing trait in certain AVID 

communities (Watt et al., 2008), a clearer picture of possible characteristics of 

family-feel can be understood.  Finally, this study helps address the role that 

social interactions play in the efficacy of the AVID College Readiness System.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 This chapter synthesizes relevant research related to the building of 

community relationships and social networks in regards to the AVID community. 

Specifically, the topics include: specific background information on the functions 

of AVID, previous research on AVID, the family-feel of AVID, social networks, 

the importance of building relationships for college-readiness, and the use of 

social capital as the theoretical framework.  

Background of AVID 

In order to increase its fidelity in all settings, AVID developed a set of 

“essentials” or guidelines that are requirements that each school is graded on 

annually (AVID, 2013 p. 1).  The 11 essentials of the ACRS, illustrated in Table 

2, can be divided into three groups of operational policy (i.e., setup, delivery, and 

support) aimed at the institutionalization of AVID strategies on a given campus 

(AVID, 2013). 

Essentials one through four address the set up of AVID.  In this grouping, 

a campus deals with student selection and enrollment (AVID, 2013).  Recruitment 

of students into the program and access to AVID elective classes during the 

school day are the procedural components in play here, but key to this block of 

essentials is the voluntary participation of both students and staff.  This practice 

allows for buy-in from the staff, as it creates an intrinsic motivator, and serves as 
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a means of commitment for students, because they are choosing a more rigorous 

course path. 

Essentials five though seven are the actual classroom instructional 

strategies employed by teachers.  These are the day-to-day classroom concepts 

that are used to help students gain the skills necessary for success in rigorous 

coursework, such as note taking and working in groups. The final essentials, eight 

through 11, address the support or infrastructure of AVID on a campus. Training 

of tutors falls in this group of essentials, where the tutor serves the purpose of 

aiding the students to become competent members of the academic and social 

community (AVID, 2013).  The other essentials in this final group are related to 

resource management, data collection, and creating a leadership team. 

Table 2.1  

The Eleven AVID Essentials 

Type Essential Area Addressed 

Set up 1 Campus plans for recruitment of AVID students 
 2 Documentation of voluntary participation of students and 

staff. 
 3 The AVID class is part of the regular school day schedule. 
 4 All AVID students are on track to meet 4-year college 

entrance requirements. 
 

Delivery 5 Curriculum has strong components of reading and writing 
strategies. 

 6 Students are practicing note making as well as 
participating in inquiry. 

 7 Students collaborate in group networks. 
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Support 8 Tutor support, training, and proper implementation of 
student lead study groups. 

 9 Fidelity to measurement systems of implementation. 

 10 School and district infrastructure management. 

 11 Adult networks to provide diverse input for optimal 
network resources. 
 

Note. The essentials and their grouping are adapted from the description of site 
team roles found in “AVID Elective Essentials for High School” by McGinnis, 
R., Mettler, C., & Schiro, P. 2014. 
 

An important aspect of essentials eight through 11 is the development of a 

site team charged with the implementation and performance of the 11 essentials.  

Membership in the site team traditionally consists of administrators, AVID 

Elective Teachers, tutors, and students (McGinnis, Mettler, & Schiro, 2014).  

Some teams include school district personnel, college representatives, community 

representatives, and subject area teachers from outside of the campus AVID 

program; however, this latter group of individuals typically has less contact with 

students than those individuals at the school (i.e., administrators, AVID Elective 

Teachers, and tutors).  The roles and responsibilities of these main points of 

contact with students are listed in Table 3. 

Table 2.2  

Roles and Responsibilities of Key Members of the AVID Community  

Role Responsibility 

Administrator • Supports development of AVID as a campus priority. 
• Schedules AVID in order to provide student access. 
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• Assigns a course number to AVID classes to ensure 
student credit. 

• Maintains AVID class size. 
• Provides preparation time for teachers. 

 
AVID Elective 

Teacher 

• Promotes the use of AVID strategies in class. 
• Helps in training tutors. 
• Assists in the AVID certification process. 
• Promotes school-wide use of AVID strategies. 
• Sets high expectations for student performance and 

monitors that progress. 
• Is a respected campus leader with three to five years of 

teaching experience. 
• Advocates for students. 
• Advocates for professional learning. 

 
Tutor • Provides academic support, particularly for rigorous 

courses. 
• Leads study groups. 
• Provides direct instruction with supervision. 
• Reports on student progress. 
• Visits subject classes to observe and assist. 
• Assists with AVID activities. 
• Aids in recruitment of tutors. 
• Serves as a role model for AVID students. 

 
Student • Possesses the potential and drive to succeed in rigorous 

courses. 
• Sets goals and works hard to reach them. 
• Shows a positive attitude. 
• Is open to new experiences. 
• Acts as a model student by using AVID strategies. 
• Participates in study groups. 
• Keeps parents informed of progress. 
• Enrolls in college after graduation. 
• Is involved in extracurricular activities. 
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Note. Roles are adapted from the description of site team roles found in “AVID 
Elective Essentials for High School” by McGinnis, R., Mettler, C., & Schiro, P. 
2014 

 

The roles and responsibilities, as illustrated in Table 3, show the basic 

expectations of the main members of the AVID campus community (McGinnis et 

al., 2014).  It serves to point out that as each role gets closer to daily student 

contact the responsibilities become less procedural and more relational and 

interactive.  For example, the administrator is responsible for components of the 

AVID essentials that require little personal contact with students in the classroom.  

AVID Elective Teachers have similar procedural duties, but also take on 

responsibilities that rely on their status in the campus professional network to be 

advocates for their students.  Tutors hold the least amount of procedural duties, 

yet are charged with serving as role models and expanding the network of 

resources by recruiting their college peers to become tutors.  

Some community-building activities are specifically taught in AVID 

Elective Teacher Training that are designed to help a student become more 

comfortable in the AVID classroom (AVID, 2015). For instance, activities geared 

toward increasing comfort levels might take place early in the school year and 

would focus on low risk-high comfort tasks, such as grouping students based on 

common interests, and would hopefully progress to high risk-little comfort 

activities where students would individually share their thoughts with the group as 
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a whole.  These activities are taught in AVID Elective Teacher Training, but to 

what degree they are implemented at a campus, or if they are implemented with 

the intent of creating a community as opposed to being used to acclimatize a 

student to instruction is unclear.  

 There are examples of a high risk-little comfort activity, such as ropes 

course programs or adventure-based activities that are used from time to time by a 

campus.  For instance, the school used for this study employs a trip called the 

Senior Challenge.  In this activity, students go on a four-day wilderness trip and 

are put through obstacles designed to challenge the students on a personal level.  

These challenges are designed to be unique to the student, for example, a 

participant may be an athlete who has no problem with physical obstacles, so they 

are challenged in a way that makes them recognize and aid those in the group who 

are not as physically capable.  This trip culminates in the students hiking to the 

summit of a mountain, which serves as a metaphor for their high school career, 

where they have a moment of reflection. 

Outside of the AVID Essentials, and within the confines of the roles in 

AVID, there is an institutional concept of family that undergirds the 

implementation of the ACRS.  Yet the term family has different meanings from 

school to school, as well as region to region.  For instance, AVID in Texas 

schools is specifically identified as having a family-like atmosphere, where 

California campuses are not as strongly identified as such (Watt et al., 2008).   



 

29 

This could be due to the different ways in which teachers serve as advocates for 

students or in the various forms that tutors serve as mentors. 

However, the ACRS does promote the concept of family within its 

organization.  For instance, there is an annual contest to recruit student speakers 

for the AVID Summer Institute that asks students to write essays about their 

experiences in AVID.  One of the prompts for this essay is, “What obstacles have 

you faced and how has your AVID family (emphasis added) helped you to cope 

and possibly overcome them?” (AVID, 2016).  Given that the concept of family is 

acknowledged, there becomes a need to look at how it is manifested within AVID 

and what role it may play in AVID’s success. 

AVID Research 

The majority of the research found on the AVID college readiness system 

is quantitative in nature and focuses primarily on the mechanisms of AVID, such 

as curriculum and implementation, or on retention and efficacy of students that 

participate in the system.  For instance, Huerta, Watt, and Butcher (2013) used 

2009 data of 22,880 AVID seniors, who had been involved with AVID either 

from high school or from junior high school. They found that the longer students 

participated in AVID, the more they were prepared for and the more frequently 

they interacted with advanced coursework. It also found that if an AVID system 

was in place within a school district, the schools within that district were more 

likely to offer academically rigorous courses than schools in a non-AVID district.  
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Therefore, there is evidence that the presence of AVID allows for greater access 

to rigorous courses and greater academic achievement – critical elements to 

college-readiness.  

 College information and academic preparation are also taken into account 

in a study of four groups of high school students (i.e., 40 students in AVID, 40 

students in GEAR UP, 22 students in both AVID and GEAR UP, and 40 students 

in a control group) from the Rio Grande Valley in Texas (Watt, Huerta, & 

Lozano, 2007).  In this quantitative study of 142 students, there was no significant 

difference in educational expectations, such as plans to attend and complete 

college among the four groups.  However, the students who were involved in 

AVID were found to have higher academic preparation, including the usage of 

Cornell note-taking and higher enrollment in rigorous coursework like Advanced 

Placement (AP) classes.   In fact, AVID students were able to demonstrate greater 

college preparation, such as knowledge of entrance requirements, than the 

students in the control group and the GEAR UP students, who use some of the 

same college readiness curricular components. Thus, there seems to be an element 

of AVID that goes beyond other pre-college programs that better prepares 

students for postsecondary success. 

Although most of the research has been quantitative (Black, Little, 

McCoach, Purcell, & Siegle, 2008; Cabrera & Padilla, 2004; Contreras, 2011; 

Hubbard & Ottoson, 1997; Huerta et al., 2013; Watt et al., 2008), there have been 



 

31 

limited qualitative studies on the experience of students, who fall into the AVID 

student profile of low socio-economic level or historically underrepresented in 

college. For instance, Cabrera and Padilla (2004) tracked two students from 

kindergarten to college graduation. The purpose of the study was to illustrate how 

students of Mexican heritage overcame difficulty.  However, one participant was 

in AVID, so it was discussed briefly as providing him with a “culture of college”  

(p. 153), which was described as participating in college preparation classes, 

extracurricular activities, preparation for SATS, and help with the application 

process, all of which are considered a middle-class knowledge that others may not 

possess, unlike the other student who did not participate in AVID. This was one 

of the rare qualitative studies that mentioned AVID; however, because it did not 

explore the AVID experience in any depth, it is necessary to investigate how the 

various members of the AVID community contribute to academic success. 

The Family-Feel of AVID 

 Watt et al. (2008) conducted one of the few studies that looked at the role 

of AVID in a student’s social adaptation, as defined by Conley (2007).  This study 

compared the responses from 180 AVID students, teachers, and administrators in 

California with corresponding participants in Texas.  The primary data sources 

were a survey, which included two open-ended questions as to why a student 

might choose to leave the AVID program, and focus groups that provided 

additional context to help explain the survey findings. Watt et al. (2008) reported 
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that the respondents believed that those who left the program did so because they 

were unwilling to do the work and lacked “individual determination” (p. 35).  

They also found that the family-like support motivated other students to continue 

in AVID and become college-ready. Furthermore, the researchers noted that 

teachers in Texas identified this affective element five times more often than 

those in California. The explanation given for this difference was that the 

California students seemed more concerned with deadlines for scholarships and 

college applications, while Texas students focused more on bonding and 

academic support (Watt et al., 2008).  Considering that the responses about 

family-feel came from the Texas participants, namely teachers, it suggests that 

there is a value in looking specifically at this geographic location to better 

understand the role in plays with these students.  

Social Networks 

 Morgan and Sorensen (1999) set out to test the social capital explanation 

of schools brought forth in Coleman’s (1961) book The Adolescent Society, where 

he studied social networks within Catholic schools.  Coleman concluded that 

student success was defined by intergenerational social closure, which is when 

parents of student know the parents of another student and relates to the benefits 

in supporting group norms from this interaction.  Morgan and Sorensen used this 

view to inform their study on 9,241 students in public schools using the data from 

the Educational Longitudinal Studies of 1988 and 1992.  What they found was 



 

33 

that Coleman’s explanation of norm-enforcing social closure did not translate to 

public schools.  However, horizon-expanding environments, characterized by 

close ties among students and teachers, fellow teachers, and parents and teachers 

contributed to student success by expanding educational resources.  Unlike 

Coleman’s study, ties among parents were shown to be of little significance; in 

fact, student networks were shown to increase exposure to opportunity, while 

parent networks were shown to cause a decrease in resources.  This horizon-

expanding network, where students are linked to teachers who are connected to 

multiple resources rather than to parents, has been shown to foster more learning 

than the norm-enforcing network of the Catholic schools studied by Coleman.  In 

the case of AVID, which is predominantly used in public school settings, this 

study illustrates how first-generation college students can increase the availability 

of resources with a horizon-expanding network more so than what can be given 

through social closure.  

 Morgan and Todd (2009) replicated this study based on Coleman’s 

continued research on private schools, where he used intergenerational social 

closure, or dense parent networks, to explain student success. Morgan and Todd 

used data from 1,918 students collected from the Educational Longitudinal 

Studies of 2002 and 2004.  While the results regarding student learning were the 

same as Coleman (1961) reported, these researchers found that the success of the 

private school students could be due to a tie to a religious institution in the form 
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of commitment to the community.  Therefore, when a group like AVID is able to 

have a norm-enforcing component based on dedication to a common goal, there 

can be an added effect that complements a horizon-expanding network. 

 This concept of group purpose is seen in a quantitative study of networks 

within 188 urban schools (Hill, 2008).  In this research, Hill (2008) identified 

three systems that exist within schools: traditional, clearinghouses, and brokering 

systems.  This study categorized a traditional system as having limited resource 

capacity and a reduced commitment, compared to other systems, to facilitating 

access to resources.  For example, the author qualified a traditional school as the 

style that proliferated in the 20th century where the school served as a link to the 

labor market for the majority of students. A clearinghouse strategy possessed 

substantial college resources, but assumed a limited role in creating pathways to 

these materials for students and parents.  In this example, a school may have a 

college counselor and provide information to students about college, but it is up to 

the students to determine how they can use it to make college choice, major, and 

financial aid decisions.  Finally, a brokering strategy provided substantial 

resources and a high commitment to facilitating usage of these supplies of capital.  

This reflects the AVID approach.  Hill found that the clearinghouse and brokering 

strategies contributed greatly to college access, but funneled students into 

different higher education institutions.  Schools that operated as a clearinghouse 

had a higher likelihood of students going to a two-year institution; in contrast, 
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those that initiated a brokering strategy had a greater number of students attending 

four-year institutions.  These findings reflect the drive of AVID to support 

students in applying to four-year schools more so than community colleges. 

 In a study of 42 college-age mentors operating within an urban area with 

few college preparation resources, Ahn (2010) found that access to a network of 

mentors increased the potential for social resources, as opposed to the availability 

of resources when not linked to a community. However, within mentor networks, 

resources were not equal across all players.  For instance, some members may 

have access to both college knowledge and job expertise, while others may simply 

have college experiences to offer.  Dense networks, such as groups that have close 

social ties between mentors and a diverse pool of outside contacts, were more 

likely to collaborate and provide access to more varied resources, such as 

navigation of financial aid options, time management instruction, and essay 

writing assistance.  This result implies that individual mentors who are a part of 

several groups  (e.g., family, work, religious, avocation) can have a greater 

influence than those who participate in a single group with a diverse membership.  

 Some student groups are often confronted with obstacles and stressors that 

they must somehow overcome, such as undocumented status, low parental 

education, or low socioeconomic backgrounds.  Students contending with these 

stressors require specific resources in order to help them attain a high degree of 

academic achievement.  Perez, Espinoza, Ramos, Coronado, and Cortes (2009) 
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studied 110 undocumented Latino students (18 % high school students, 34% from 

community colleges, and 48 % from bachelor-granting universities).  This study 

examined how different resources influence academic success for undocumented 

students. These researchers identified extracurricular participation, volunteerism, 

and valuing of school as significant predictors of resilience among all students in 

the study.  They also reported that high-risk students could become academically 

successful if they could draw upon resources that came from supportive parents 

and friends and from participation in school activities.  These findings indicated 

that opportunities to develop social support from the school environment play a 

major role in encouraging student success in high school. This study exposed the 

need to use qualitative approaches to investigate the manner in which these 

relationships can affect student success. 

 Therefore, these studies explored the key role school personnel, families, 

communities, and other networks provided to assist students to succeed 

academically. They found that the more networks students are able to access, the 

more resources they have available to them, which is critical in overcoming 

challenges.  They also suggest that the type of networks influenced student 

outcomes.  The next section explores how connections between students and 

school contribute to their success.  
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Building Relationships 

 There has been some research that linked social support and school 

engagement. For example, Garcia-Reid (2007) studied 133 Hispanic female 

students from a Northern New Jersey middle school and found students’ social 

support (i.e., support from parents, peers, and teachers) led to greater school 

engagement, as defined in the study as factors that led students to view school as 

“fun and exciting” (p. 171).  Most interesting, the support provided by teachers 

had the greatest influence on the students’ engagement.  This suggests that 

teachers play a critical role within the social network to help students develop a 

sense of self.  

 Teachers are not the only way to encourage engagement and support. 

Gaddis (2012) studied the effect of mentors on students.  In this research, 

conducted with 355 youths participating in Big Brothers/Big Sisters programs, 

Coleman’s concept of intergenerational social closure was studied.  Like Morgan 

and Todd (2009), intergenerational social closure was shown to have no effect on 

student outcomes, the same was found with regard to mentors’ racial similarity 

and or differences in social class.  Further, time spent with students and the level 

of trust that existed between youths and mentors were found to have the most 

positive influences on outcomes.  Because AVID also relies on the use of tutors 

and teachers as trusted mentors, this study acknowledged the value of their 

academic and nonacademic interactions to support student success. 
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 Another aspect facing Hispanic student engagement at school is their 

relationships with peers.  Rendon (2014) studied 42 Latino males between the 

ages of 17 and 23 years of age in Los Angeles who either completed or dropped 

out of high school.  She found that neighborhood networks that provided physical 

protection from outsiders or symbolic protection due to gang affiliation, tended to 

also come with expectations that run counter to high school completion.  

Examples of these expectations are skipping class, associating only with 

neighborhood peers, and enforcing gang territory.  Consequently, the main 

difference between non-completers and those who graduated was found to be a 

neighborhood-focused connection.  Students who chose to participate in activities 

or organizations outside of their neighborhood managed to avoid the factors, 

which influenced their peers to drop out of high school. This finding suggests that 

school offers a positive social component that allows the students to overcome 

any negative neighborhood influences that could draw them towards more high-

risk (i.e., self-destructive or violent) activities. 

 Along with peers, teachers can have a positive influence on 

underrepresented students looking to include college as an option.  McKillip, 

Godfrey, and Rawls (2012) discovered in their qualitative study of 30 urban 

students that their relationships with staff served as the foundation for the school’s 

college-going culture.  A tightly bonded student community and the sharing of 

these bonds with faculty were shown to develop trust within the network.  Like 
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AVID, this community shared a vision of college success that offered academic 

support, but also fostered an increase in availability of resources due to network 

access.  In choosing these positive relationships, students have gained access to 

influences that develop their cognitive skills.   

In her study of five Latina 10th-grade students, Cooper (2012) found that 

when these students were allowed to engage in activities (e.g., band, athletics, 

honor societies) that promoted competence, autonomy, group identity, and 

psychological safety, they categorized their environments as safe, affirming, and 

productive places.  Similarly, AVID provide similarly positive activities as 

recognized by Cooper.   

 In conclusion, student relationships with teachers and school peers matter 

in becoming college ready.  Previous research has shown that teachers have a 

greater influence on developing a student’s sense of self and that students who 

choose positive school relationships, rather than staying with cultural or 

geographic relationships, often are more successful in school.  Finally, previous 

studies on AVID have focused on its mechanisms and its benefits to schools. 

They have not explored its more relational aspects (i.e., family feel) even though 

there is some indication that it promotes college readiness. Therefore, there is a 

need to explore the perceptions of family feel with members of the AVID 

community qualitatively to gain a better understanding of how it is perceived to 

contribute to student success.  
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Theoretical Framework 

According to Bourdieu (1986), social capital is the aggregate of resources 

available when one is part of a group.  Putnam (1995) offers a more detailed 

description by breaking social capital into the components of moral obligation and 

norms, social values, and social networks.  Norms are the rules group members 

will follow when interacting within the group in order to facilitate mutual benefit 

and reciprocity.  He (2000) uses the Golden Rule as an example of norms that 

bring reciprocity.  In order for mutual benefit to occur, norms have to be in place 

that are influenced by the group’s social values, which are then strengthened by 

the trust that is built among group members in order to reach goals. Figure 2.1 

shows the elements that can influence social capital (e.g., networks, reciprocity, 

participation, sense of belonging). For example, Putnam (1993) attributes the 

success of private schools to a greater amount of engagement among parents and 

the community in school activities, rather than merely what takes place in the 

classrooms. This is due in part to the fact that he attributes belonging as an active 

pursuit aimed at connecting with others in order to achieve like goals.   

 Finally, social networks relate to the group’s ability to interact with those 

inside and outside of their group affiliation.  This is an indication of the types of 

capital that are at play within a network.  For instance, bonding social capital is 

norm enforcing, which is based on fostering the specific values of the community, 

and is exclusive by nature.  Bridging social capital, on the other hand, is inclusive 
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in that it is the ability for a group to link to resources that are outside of the 

community, the more diverse the links, the greater the ability for the group to 

strategically expand its horizons (Morgan & Sorensen, 1999). By expanding 

horizons, students have access to more diverse resources, which in turn can lead 

to better outcomes.  

 

Figure 2.1 Putnam's elements of social capital.  Adapted from Bowling Alone: 

The Collapse and Revival of American Community by R. Putnam.  Copyright 

2000. 

  Social capital theory is appropriate for this study in that it helps illustrate 

how networks can help individuals succeed.  When individuals are members of 

multiple groups, then they are able to draw upon greater connections and 
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resources such as more mentoring and member support. In turn, greater levels of 

participation in voluntary groups relate to greater social capital (Putnam, 2000). 

Therefore, this framework influenced this study’s protocol in that questions were 

generated in regard to uncovering the social aspects of the AVID community.  It 

was also used to identify the themes that explained the connections among the 

participants.  These social connections are critical to student success.  In studying 

the AVID community through the lens of social capital, it is possible to 

understand what social aspects contribute to college readiness.  

Conclusion 

 Although much research has reported a strong relationship between rigor 

and student success, limited research also identified a strong link between 

students’ social connections and their academic success and college readiness. 

AVID has been shown to produce higher achieving students by providing 

academic support and increased access to rigor within a family-like environment.  

The high achievement may be the result of a number of elements. These 

ingredients may include AVID members having a diverse set of network 

connections, which provide greater access to resources in an atmosphere of 

purpose, trust, and commitment.  Although these connections have been 

suggested in previous research, they have not been explored in any depth. 

Therefore, this study uses the lens of social capital theory, as defined by Putnam, 
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in an attempt to bring to light the components of the ACRS that lead to 

community building and, in turn, student success. 

CHAPTER THREE 

METHODS 

 This study is designed to gather the perspectives of the teachers, tutors, 

administrators, and graduates from one AVID campus in regards to their 

perceptions of the characteristics of their community, specifically the concept of 

family-feel.  In doing this, this study will address the following research 

questions: 

• What do AVID teachers, administrators, and students perceive contributes 

to the creation of family-feel? 

• How do teachers operationalize family-feel in their classrooms? 

• In what ways do students perceive family-feel contributes to college 

readiness? 

• How does social capital theory explain the concept of family-feel? 

This is a case study because it is bounded to the views of those community 

members at a one Texas high school, North High School2, who participated in 

                                                
2 Pseudonyms are used for the name of the high school and those of the 

participants.  Participant names are derivatives of the higher education institutions 

they attended. 
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AVID between 2011 and 2015 (Creswell, 2013).  Yin (2014) suggests that case 

studies must meet three conditions: 1) that they gain the perspectives of the 

participants; 2) that they do not control actual behavior; and 3) that they have a 

temporal focus of events.  Given that the focus of this study is limited to a specific 

time period and that relevant behaviors cannot be manipulated, as they have 

already happened, and the student participants are no longer attending the school, 

a case study approach is appropriate. As such, this qualitative case study aims to 

investigate the experiences and perceptions of the participants who were members 

of this AVID community from 2011–2015 and is not generalizable to other 

groups, locations, or time periods.  Finally, given that previous studies have 

largely used quantitative methods to study the ACRS, there is a need to approach 

this topic qualitatively to provide a richer understanding of AVID through the 

participants’ perceptions of interactions within the AVID community (Maxwell, 

2013) and to gain insights into their relational experiences.  

Site 

 In order to better understand the development of family-feel and social 

networks in the AVID campus community, this study focuses on the AVID 

program at a single high school, North High School, an AVID National 

Demonstration School in an urban area in the state of Texas.  Using an AVID 

National Demonstration School, as defined in chapter two is helpful, because 

these institutions have been through a rigorous process of proving that they adhere 
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to the principles and practices of the AVID system (AVID, 2014).  Utilizing a 

single demonstration school will help to minimize the variation in implementation 

that would exist by including multiple campuses. 

 North High School is a large, urban public institution located in Texas.  It 

is a school with a mobility rate of 23.7%, causing it to fluctuate between 3,100 

students and 2,700 students from the beginning to the end of each school year.  

Demographically, this school is 35 % Hispanic, 34 % African American, 23 % 

White, and eight percent other, with 55.8 % of the students qualifying as 

economically disadvantaged.  From an achievement standpoint, this school has a 

graduation rate of 82.7 % in the 2014-2015 school year, with 46 percent of 

students designated as college-ready through standardized testing and 68 percent 

of students designated college-ready through high school transcripts (Texas 

Education Agency, 2015). Table 3.1 shows how this mobility has changed the 

demographic nature of the school. 

Table 3.1  

Demographic Change at North High School 2011-2015  

Year Hispanic African-
American White Other 

2011 33% 28% 33% 6% 

2012 36% 27% 31% 6% 

2013 36% 29% 29% 6% 

2014 37% 31% 26% 6% 

2015 35% 34% 23% 8% 
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 In contrast to this, North High School’s AVID community has 293 

students enrolled in AVID Elective Classes.  While demographically the 

community holds the same percentages, the AVID student population at this 

school tends to be at 89 % economically disadvantaged.  However, traditionally 

100 % of all AVID students have passed standardized tests and graduated within 

four years.  In addition, all AVID students at North High School graduated with 

transcripts that met college entrance requirements.  Furthermore, the students 

involved in this community generally have a 4 % mobility rate.  This difference 

between AVID students and the rest of the school mimics the success reported by 

the ACRS, as referenced in chapter two, and therefore makes this an optimal 

community to study. 

 Contextually, North High School exists within a school district of 72 

schools in North Texas.  It is one of six high schools within this district with two 

junior high schools and nine elementary schools in its feeder pattern.  Although 

this district began implementing AVID in its schools in 2001, North High School, 

and the junior high schools that feed into it, offered their first AVID Elective 

Classes in 2007.  After starting the certification process in 2010, the school 

involved in this study became a National Demonstration School in 2013.  
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Research Design 

Data were collected through interviews from various groups within the 

AVID community (i.e., teachers, tutors, an administrator, and students). 

Participants were recruited from former AVID students who began AVID at 

North High School in 2011 and graduated in 2015, and the teachers, tutors, and 

administrators who were active in the program during the same time period as the 

student participants.  I sent invitations via email or hard copy to all individuals at 

North High School, who fit the selection criteria, asking them if they would like 

to participate in a study for individual or focus group interview sessions, 

depending on their role. (Copies of these invitations can be found in Appendices 

G through J.)  

After ensuring the criteria were met, the participants were selected based 

on the order of their affirmative response. Those who responded first were 

contacted first and so on. In the event that someone was unable to participate, the 

next individual was contacted for an interview3. Creswell (2013) states that four 

to five participants with different perspectives are enough to identify themes and 

to analyze across themes in a case study.  For this reason, interviews were 

conducted with five students (N=40), three teachers (N=10), two tutors (N=13), 

                                                
3 Once the participant numbers were met, all remaining individuals were 

contacted to inform them of their status. 
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and one administrator (N=6) who directly participated in the AVID elective 

classes at North High School during 2011–2015, to better understand the 

perceptions of AVID personnel and students in regard to social interactions and 

how family-feel contributes to the students’ college preparation. The adult 

participants were given the option to request an individual interview in order to 

accommodate schedules and/or comfort level.  One teacher, Coach Houston, 

participated via individual interview due to a scheduling conflict. The rest of the 

teachers were interviewed in a single focus group and the tutors were interviewed 

in another focus group. The administrator participated in an individual interview.  

 The students who participated in the study were involved in the AVID 

community at North High School for a minimum of three years, so they had been 

through the entire process of the AVID College Readiness System and could 

speak to all aspects of the AVID experience. Three female students and two male 

students were chosen to participate in this study in order to mimic the gender 

distribution of the AVID population at North High School. (Table 3.3 shows the 

gender breakdown of the graduating classes of seniors.)   

Table 3.2   

Gender Demographics of North High School Graduating Seniors. 

Graduating Year Graduating 

Males 

Graduating 

Females 

Percentage Male 



 

49 

2010 2 7 29% 

2011 3 9 25% 

2012 8 22 27% 

2013 8 28 22% 

2014 17 34 33% 

 

All fully participated in every aspect of the AVID community, such as field trips, 

class presentations, and community service events while a member.  Because the 

students were no longer in school, individual interviews accommodated their 

schedules. 

Data Collection 

I conducted the interviews with the adult participants first during the fall 

2015 school term.  The focus group interviews with teachers and tutors took place 

at my home and were approximately one hour in length. The individual interview 

with Coach Houston took place at a local restaurant and lasted 46 minutes. The 

interview with the Mr. Horn, the administrator, took place at his home and lasted 

38 minutes.   

The protocols for the teachers’ and tutors’ focus groups, as well as the 

administrator interview, consisted of questions based on the responsibilities of 

their roles.  (See appendix C, D, E, and F for all interview protocols.) The 

questions also focused more on the relational components of these 
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responsibilities, as the procedural responsibilities of each adult lent themselves to 

short answers relating to a requirement of a specific AVID Essential. By 

addressing the areas of interaction of AVID Elective Teachers, tutors, and the 

administrator, the intention was to identify deliberate decisions as well as 

inadvertent actions.  Examples of these questions are: 

In what ways do you serve as an advocate for AVID among your peers?  

Why? 

How do you engage the students in your AVID classroom? 

How would you describe your expectations or norms in the AVID 

classroom? 

The five AVID alumni’ interviews were conducted after they graduated to 

ensure they completed the program and allowed them to speak openly and 

honestly about their experiences, in case they would have been reticent to do so 

while still attending high school. The student interviews occurred at off-campus 

locations that were convenient for the participants.  These primarily occurred at 

their campus or at the public library near them, and lasted an average of 53 

minutes.  

The goal of the student interviews was to discern more insights into their 

participation in the AVID community.  These interview questions have the 

potential to garner very personal responses from the student participants and 

therefore necessitated the use of individual interviews. An advantage to this type 
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of interview is that it helps reduce the stress when sensitive topics emerge or 

when interacting with marginalized groups (Fontana & Prokos, 2007). Some 

examples of interview questions are: 

Why did you decide to join AVID at North High School? 

How would you describe a typical AVID student? 

How would you describe a typical AVID classroom? 

Interview protocols were developed for the specific role of the participant. 

All interviews were transcribed.  In order to assure anonymity and to provide 

participants with the ability to voice their perspectives, the participants were given 

pseudonyms that were used to label their transcript. 

Data Analysis 

 Transcripts for each interview were reviewed and coded for common 

incidents (Creswell, 2013).  The use of the constant comparative method meant 

that I returned to the first interview transcript to look for any new codes that had 

emerged after coding the second interview.  Then, after coding the third 

transcript, I returned to the first and second ones again to look for any new codes 

that were identified.  The codes were then condensed in to broader thematic 

categories (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014). The themes related to the 

participants’ feelings on joining AVID, their experiences in it, and most 

importantly, their relationships to other individuals within the community.  These 
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codes were then organized by overlaying the framework of social capital theory to 

arrive at three main areas of focus; sense of belonging, networks, and norms.  

Introduction to Participants 

 As stated, tutors, teachers, an administrator, and five recently graduated 

students were interviewed for this study. This section offers a brief introduction to 

each of the participants. (See Table 3.3 for background information on these 

participants.)   

Table 3.3  

 Adult Participant Information 

Name Gender Role Years 
in 

AVID 

Information 

Coach Houston Male Teacher 6 Taught AVID in all high school 
grade levels. 

Mrs. Christian Female Teacher 8 Taught AVID juniors and 
seniors. 

Ms. Northwood Female Teacher 6 Taught AVID juniors. 

Mrs. English Female Tutor 5 Former English teacher. 

Ms. Orange Female Tutor 6 Former AVID student at North 
High School.  Has been a tutor 
for two years. 

Mr. Horn Male Administrator 5 Longest serving AVID 
administrator at North High 
School. 
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Tutors 

 Ms. Orange is in her junior year of college and is an engineering major at 

a local university.  She is an immigrant from Mexico and is currently going 

through the process of becoming a United States citizen.  Ms. Orange was brought 

into the AVID community at North High School for two purposes.  First, she 

provided academic support in science and math, which are the most common 

areas of need for this school community.  Second, she graduated from the North 

High School AVID program during its early years, which helped her serve as a 

mentor for current students. 

 Mrs. English is a former English teacher at North High School.  She was 

not part of the AVID community prior to her retirement.  However, she was 

recruited specifically to aid in building writing skills within the AVID community 

at North High School, because the students had received low scores on the SAT 

and PSAT tests.  (Table 3.4 shows the background information of both tutors.) 

Table 3.4   

Tutor participant background information 

Name Gender Ethnicity College Status 

Mrs. English Female White College Graduate 

Ms. Orange Female Hispanic College Junior 
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Teachers 

 Three teachers were interviewed for this study.  They have been part of the 

AVID community at North High School for more than three years.  Since joining 

the program, each member has assumed a leadership role among the faculty and 

routinely trained other faculty members on AVID strategies.  (Table 3.5 shows the 

teachers’ and administrator’s background information.) 

Table 3.5  

Teacher and administrator participant background information 

Name Gender Ethnicity Role College Route 

Mrs. Christian Female African-
American and 

White 

Teacher Bachelors and 
Masters 
Degree 

Coach Houston Male African-
American 

Teacher Athletic 
scholarship to 

one school, 
transferred to 

different 
school for 

degree.  
Ms. 

Northwood 

Female Hispanic Teacher Bachelors and 
Masters 
Degree 

Mr. Horn Male White Administrator Bachelors and 
Masters 
Degree 
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Administrator 

 Unlike the teachers or tutors where multiple individuals serve in the same 

capacity at any given time, a single person occupies the position of administrator. 

Mr. Horn was the administrator at the time of this study and has the least daily 

contact with the students or other members of AVID.  Mr. Horn has been with 

AVID at North High School for over three years. He holds a Bachelor and 

Masters degree, as well as an administrator certificate.    

Students 

 The students selected to participate in the study were similar to other 

AVID students – low income and first-generation.  For this study, the students 

were chosen primarily by gender.  This was done to mimic the demographic 

distribution of the AVID community at North High School, which is 

predominantly Hispanic and split roughly 60 % female and 40 % male.  All of the 

participants were from low-income families. However, being in a state with an 

international border, not all the students were U.S. citizens.  Among these 

participants, Blaze was an undocumented student, while Carine was first-

generation.  For instance, Denton, Tarran, and Wesley come from families with a 

long history in the United States. However, Tarran and Wesley were first-

generation college students. Denton’s family had some college experience, but no 

degrees were earned.   Table 3.6 gives additional background information for each 

student member of this study. 
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Table 3.6   

Student participant background information 

Participant Gender Ethnicity Years in 
AVID College Choice  

Blaze Female Hispanic 5 Four-year institution.  

Carine Female Hispanic 4 Four-year institution.  

Denton Male White 5 Four-year institution  

Tarran Female Hispanic 6 Community college  

Wesley Male Hispanic 4 Community college  

 

 Thus, among the three females and two males who participated in this 

study, all but one of the students is Hispanic with only one student, Denton, who 

is White.  They participated an average of 4.8 years in AVID. Therefore, they 

started AVID as early as seventh grade (Tarran) and as late as freshman year 

(Carine and Wesley) of high school. Finally, all were planning to attend a post-

secondary institution in the fall.  Two planned to attend a community college and 

three were enrolled in a four-year institution.   

Trustworthiness 

 In order to ensure trustworthiness of this study’s findings, three strategies 

were used to reduce the amount of researcher bias.  First, using multiple 

perspectives (i.e., students, teachers, tutors, and administrator) provided 

corroboration for the themes that emerged from the data (Yin, 2014) and helped 
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expose the perspectives of a “culture-sharing group” (Creswell, 2013, p.119) as 

well as values and beliefs at one AVID demonstration school. It also provided a 

fuller understanding of the case being explored by ensuring accuracy through 

lines of converging inquiry (Yin, 2014). Second, all participants were allowed to 

review the transcripts of their interviews in order to provide feedback as to the 

accuracy of their responses. None of the participants offered any amendments to 

their transcripts. Finally, once the transcripts were reviewed and themes were 

identified, two fellow doctoral cohort members reviewed the analyzed data in 

order to check for biases and speculation, as well as any possible gaps in logic.  A 

consensus was reached regarding the identified themes, which are discussed at 

length in the findings.  

Limitations of Study 

 The two primary limitations of this study are related to the nature of this 

research and my role within the AVID community at North High School.  

Because this is a bounded study, the participants are members of one community 

that are speaking about their lived experience during a given time period.  The 

events that took place during the years that these participants were involved with 

AVID at North High School are unique to this location.  Different schools, 

locations, students, and staff would most likely produce different outcomes, as 

will groups that existed at different time periods. Yet, the findings may be able to 
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provide insights into positive learning environments that might prove helpful 

beyond this one setting.   

 The second limitation is that of the researcher.  The participants that are 

being interviewed are students and adults that are part of the program that I have 

managed for six years.  As such, I had prior relationships with all participants in 

the study.  All student participants have graduated from the school and therefore 

are not in a position where their comments will negatively affect them. Yet, they 

still may feel reticent to critique the program knowing my role in it.   Although 

the adult participants may feel unsure for similar reasons, I am not in a position to 

evaluate them from an employment standpoint. Furthermore, North High School 

is in a period of transition where new staff is being trained to replace the staff of 

the past five years. This allows them the ability to speak openly about their 

experiences without adversely affecting their employment.  

My hope was that our prior relationships provided better access to 

meaningful responses during interviews, as opposed to an unknown researcher 

having to develop rapport through multiple interviews before getting to the 

personally held beliefs of the participants.  Yin (2011) points to the role of 

participant-observer being a sound basis for doing fieldwork, since most research 

interest begins with prior interaction with the topic being researched.  The caveat 

being that it is important for researchers to be forthcoming to participants on their 

role as a researcher, and how information is to be shared with those participants.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

FINDINGS 

 As stated, the purpose of this study is to is to better understand how 

members of the AVID community define and perceive family-feel and how it 

contributes to the students’ college preparation.  Based on Putnam’s (1995) 

description of social capital as consisting of moral obligations, social networks, 

and social values, the interviews with AVID teachers, tutors, students, and an 

administrator provide a deeper understanding of the community elements that 

must be in place for all resources and types of social capital to be mobilized. 

Thus, the findings describe the moral obligations of the community in the 

participants’ perspectives regarding their sense of belonging to the AVID 

community.  The availability or access to resources reflects the participants’ 

perceptions of the family-like structure or networks of AVID at North High 

School. Finally, the chapter also exposes the social values through the 

participants’ discussion of their values of reciprocity, trust, and accountability.  

Figure 4.1 illustrates how these themes interact with each other to help create the 

family-feel of this community through the lens of social capital.  
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Figure 4.1 The themes associated with social capital as defined by Putnam. 

  Adapted from Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American 

Community by R. Putnam.  Copyright 2000. 

Sense of Belonging 

 People are able to build communities when their interactions commit them 

to others (Putnam, 2000). When these interactions occur frequently within the 

same community, it fosters a sense of belonging among those that find themselves 

part of the social fabric of the network. Sense of belonging was the first theme to 

emerge from the stories of the community members.  It is characterized by their 

reasons for participating in AVID and the rites of passage as part of this 

community. 

Networks	

Sense	of	
Belonging	
• Par;cipa;on	
• Rites	of	
Passage	

Access	to	
Resources	

Values	and	
Norms	
• Reciprocity	
• Trust	
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Participation. Whether they were recommended by a teacher or sought 

out AVID on their own, all participants agreed that the program provided a 

purpose for them.  Sense of belonging served as the glue of the community 

because it was the basis for why the members of the community would later 

interact.   

 Therefore, sense of belonging is first expressed in terms of each member’s 

participation in the network. This is because all participants in this study chose to 

commit to AVID.  As stated in chapter one, it is recommended that participation 

in AVID be voluntary (AVID, 2016). All the student participants acknowledged 

challenges that they faced throughout their lives, yet at no point did they want to 

leave AVID at North High School.  Therefore, this section investigates how the 

individuals chose to participate in the program, and the rites of passage that 

contributed to their sense of belonging. 

 The students came to AVID for a wide range of intrinsic and extrinsic 

reasons.  Denton’s external motivation to participate in AVID was, “Because my 

mom told me to.”  Others, like Tarran, explained her intrinsic reason for joining 

AVID was because she, “needed that extra help on knowing what to do next” to 

prepare for college.    

There was no one reason students chose to participate.  Some students 

experienced the pull of positive relationships, as Rendon (2014) found in her 

study of academic and neighborhood affiliations. In her study, the students who 
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were engaged in school activities were able avoid the high-risk activities of their 

neighborhood because of their commitment to school.   Similarly, in the current 

study, Wesley joined because his friends were in AVID. He commented that, 

“they cared about school genuinely.  Some others did, but it wasn’t a top priority.  

I wanted to hang around with positive people.”  As an undocumented and first-

generation college student, Blaze was initially unaware of the long-term benefits 

of AVID. She joined to escape a challenging home life. As she admitted, “my 

mom had depression.  It [AVID] was just a nice place to be at.”  However, in 

time, her motivation changed. She explained, “I was here illegally and after high 

school, I had no plans.  So, they’re [teachers] like, join this college preparation 

class.” Therefore, though Blaze’s initial motivation was to be in a pleasant 

environment, participating in AVID gave her teachers the opportunity to influence 

her in a positive direction by exposing her to the benefits of a higher education. 

 Carine had a similar experience. Her family immigrated to the United 

States just before she was born.  Still, like Blaze, she had no idea that there was 

anything beyond high school.  She, “thought it was only just high school and after 

that I was done and I would start working,” but then a teacher told her about 

AVID.  AVID provided a path to college. She was told, “After high school, you 

can go to college and get your diploma in whatever career you want.  You can be 

a doctor, a nurse, a lawyer.” Since school was something she enjoyed, she joined 

AVID because, “they promised me that they would get me into college.” As her 
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motivation evolved, she was committed to do well. She revealed that, “I work 

hard for my grades and if I don’t get the grades that I work hard for, then I get 

very disappointed in myself.”  Therefore, Carine is intrinsically motivated and 

joined AVID as a means of reaching her goals. 

 While Carine had little prior knowledge of college, Tarran, on the other 

hand, knew the purpose of college and that she wanted to go, but did not know the 

particular steps to get there.  Specifically, she “felt that most of my family wasn’t 

able to go to college, so I needed that extra help on knowing what to do next.”  

Like the other students in this study, she is a first-generation college student.  

There was little family support in regards to navigating the admissions process, 

because they lacked the knowledge; therefore joining AVID served a procedural 

role for her to meet her goals. 

 Denton had college goals and, unlike the other study participants, knew 

how to get there, but welcomed the academic support provided by AVID.  As he 

explained, “I have had it [ADHD] since I was four and I’ve always had struggles 

with school and my OCD, throughout my whole life, giving me depression and 

anxiety.”  Denton did not need AVID to introduce him to the advantages of higher 

education; rather it provided him with strategies to stay focused and organized in 

order for him to reach his goals.    

  Unlike the students, all the adult participants chose to get involved to add 

value to their work experience, but remained because they felt that they belonged 
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with this group.  For example, Mr. Horn answered, “Honestly, it seemed like I 

was a good fit with the staff that was already involved.”  Similar responses were 

given from Coach Houston who stated, “My experience with the teachers at 

training solidified me wanting to be part of this program.” 

 While Ms. Orange was beginning her career and Mrs. English was nearer 

to the end, they both returned to this high school out of a sense of service. Mrs. 

English, who had retired from teaching due to health reasons, was, “looking for 

something I could still do, I missed working with kids.”  A friend, who was a 

tutor at another school, told her about AVID. So, Mrs. English went to North 

High School to shadow a pair of existing tutors to see if it was something that she 

could do.  She quickly realized that she liked it and felt it was a good way for her 

to continue working with and helping students.  

 Ms. Orange’s motivation to join AVID at North High School evolved 

from her personal experience with AVID. In her words, “I graduated [from North 

High School] and felt that AVID helped me a lot, why not come back as a tutor.”  

Ms. Orange was an undocumented student while at North High School.  Upon 

graduation, she found it difficult to navigate the admission process without 

support.  In order to realize her college dreams, she applied for United States 

citizenship in order to have a “cleaner” path to college, meaning, “I could apply as 

a resident instead of as out of state or international.”  This furthered her desire to 
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return as a tutor since it would help her serve as a mentor for students in her 

former situation. 

 The teachers of this study, Mrs. Christian, Ms. Northwood, and Coach 

Houston, all had motivations similar to that of the tutor participants.  Although 

their individual journeys to AVID were unique, they all joined the community 

either to find meaning in their careers or to serve as mentors to the students of the 

program.  Mrs. Christian taught at another AVID campus before coming to North 

High School.  Once she arrived at North High School, which was only in its 

second year as an AVID campus, she was, “asked by my friend, who was the 

coordinator if I would teach the AVID class.”  It was her knowledge of AVID at 

her prior campus and the recommendation of the AVID Coordinator that gave her 

confidence to join the North High School AVID community.  Ms. Northwood saw 

her chance to join as an opportunity to mentor.  She stated, “I saw a lot of students 

who physically looked like me, Latina, and it was kind of one of those things that 

I wanted to help with.”  AVID was an opportunity for her to show students like 

her that there was a possibility beyond what they could currently see. 

 Coach Houston shared a combination of the motivations that both Mrs. 

Christian and Ms. Northwood illustrated.  Coach Houston, a graduate of North 

High School, was recruited from another AVID campus via the coordinator who 

“sold it to me.”  He saw his involvement with AVID as a way to return to his 

alma mater and a confirmation that his talents were of value, because he was 
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recruited to fill the position of AVID Elective Teacher. He also, “liked the vibe I 

got from the other teachers,” which helped him feel a deeper connection to the 

faculty at this campus. 

 As the administrator, Mr. Horn joined the community initially as part of 

his job, but stayed involved for the same reasons as the other adults. Mr. Horn 

explained, “I got on board with AVID when I was at the junior high as the 

Administrator there, and I liked…the program.”  However, his initial exposure to 

this community came as a stand-in for the AVID Administrator who was unable 

to go on one of the field trips.  Mr. Horn decided to join AVID because, “as an 

administrator, you don’t always get the opportunity to spend full days or full 

weekends, or long weekends, where you’re with the faculty and students and see 

so much positivity and so much growth.”  He stayed involved because it enjoyed 

the personal connections with those he worked with, which did not exist among 

his normal duties. Therefore, Mr. Horn, as well as the other participants, were 

ultimately committed to being part of a community through a desire to get more 

out of their experience as educators.   

 It is this unique community that is another aspect of the sense of 

belonging. All the participants used the word “family” to describe the AVID 

community, indicating a deeper connection exists within AVID that is not present 

in either the students’ other classes or among the other adult members on campus.  
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Students explained this sense of family in terms of the atmosphere of the AVID 

classroom. 

As Wesley described his relationships with his teachers:  

 I talked to all of my AVID teachers more than any other teacher because 

 the difference is, in AVID, they take the time to know you.  Sadly to say, 

 in other classes they are like, I hope you are here, cool, do the work and 

 get out.   

Denton voiced a similar attitude, stating, “In my other classes, the subject was 

more important than the students.  In AVID, I was more important than the 

subject.”  In fact, all the student participants echoed these sentiments. 

 This expression of caring could be because the adults of the AVID 

community routinely described the other members of the community in terms of 

family roles, as supported by AVID research on student retention (Watt et al., 

2008). For instance, when Mrs. English, a tutor, talked to her friends about “my 

kids,” they “always know that I’m talking about my AVID kids, not my own 

children.” Mrs. Christian, a teacher, referred to the AVID Coordinator as the 

“father” and her role as the “momma,” while all the teacher participants referred 

to the AVID students as “their kids.” Ms. Orange, a tutor, described a uniquely 

“closer relationship” with the students, because they might not “have that at home 

and they need that support, they need someone to believe on them.” Although Mr. 

Horn, the administrator did not take on a family role in his description of AVID, 
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he did admit “my closest connections that are on this campus have happened 

through AVID.” Therefore, the teachers, tutors, and administrator feel uniquely 

connected to their AVID family.  

 Rites of Passage.  To be accepted into a family, there generally are rites of 

passage that are significant to a person’s development in a community. The 

students, teachers, and administrator in this study all referenced the “mountain 

trip” as a rite of passage in their AVID experience.  This “trip” relates to the 

AVID Senior Challenge.  The interesting thing revealed in each participant’s 

account of this event was that none of the students mentioned anything about the 

specific activities that took place during this event, but rather spoke of how it 

strengthened their relationship with other members of their community.    

 The trip was a metaphor to the students’ own educational journeys. For 

instance, Carine likened it to her journey through high school. She related her 

feelings to a sense of accomplishment, “That exact same feeling that I felt on top 

of that mountain, I felt when I graduated high school, because I made it.”  Blaze 

saw it as a competition and “not all of your friends make it to the top.” Mr. Horn, 

the administrator, explicitly connected the trip as a metaphor, explaining, “one of 

my favorite parts of the trip is the after part and talking to kids …about how that 

metaphor lines [up] with where they’ve been and where they’re going.”  

Therefore, the trip represented how far they had come and the successes they 

earned.  
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The trip also helped strengthen the bonds between the members of the 

AVID family. Wesley expressed closeness with other AVID students that 

developed through the challenge, “They’re stronger [bonds] than [with] my other 

friends . . . Our senior AVID trip had a lot to do with that as well.  I feel like a 

group of us got closer than some families are.”   

This closeness also registers with the adults of the community.  While the 

tutors, Mrs. English and Ms. Orange, did not attend this particular trip, they did 

witness an increased maturity with the seniors that took part in the Senior 

Challenge. For instance, Mrs. English noted that, “you saw that they had to work 

together, that made such a difference in their relationships.” Mrs. Christian 

explained why the trip helps these bonds form, stating, “you’re able to let down 

your guard and show your weaknesses, and be able to trust other people.  Because 

not in every setting you can do that.”  

Coach Houston described how the trip also connected the students to the 

adults who went on the trip, “this is a moment where the kids become one of us,” 

in describing the bonds that were created.   He added, “we all accomplish the 

same things and on even ground,” referring to how the students and adults 

participated equally in the activities.  Therefore, it required the adults and the 

students to work together to succeed. As a result, all these relationships grew 

stronger.  
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Summary.  Sense of belonging for this community starts with the purpose 

of participation for its members.  Students joined to realize their potential or were 

pulled by the success of their friends, while adults chose to join in order to find 

meaning in their profession.  As these participants, students and adults, became 

woven into a social fabric through their common experiences, such as their senior 

trip, they fostered this sense of belonging through deep connections that allowed 

them to interact as a supportive family.  In forming these bonds, the members of 

the North High School AVID community set the stage for them to share resources 

through network interactions. 

Networks 

 As stated earlier, all the participants expressed particular goals that drove 

them to join the AVID community at North High School. A defining 

characteristic of their experiences was that the students used their AVID network 

to access resources to help them achieve their goals.  This symbiotic relationship 

was seen as being part of a collaborative effort to meet the program goals of 

making students college-ready and closing the achievement gap.  There were two 

primary ways that the students tapped into resources, which were: (a) academic 

interaction and (b) nonacademic relationships, that created community support.  
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 Academic interaction.  Academic interaction relates to both the structural 

components of AVID and how those components are used.  These predominantly 

consisted of the resources that one would expect to be available from a college-

readiness system, such as the instruction in study skills, access to college 

information, and help with applications.  According to Wesley,  

 AVID students are given the resources to be able to be successful.   

 We’re taught the Cornell note style, how to study more efficiently, we’re 

 taught to be organized.  I’m pretty sure normal non-AVID students are, 

 but it comes faster with AVID because it’s presented.  You just don’t pick 

 up on it.  

While these particular resources are embedded in the AVID curriculum, it is 

important to point out the emphasis on how the skills are transmitted. This 

academic interaction is supported by research showing that tightly bonded 

communities are able to utilize resources more efficiently through student self-

advocacy (McKillip et al., 2012). The community support was witnessed by 

Carine when speaking of how her peers helped with her notes by asking, “What’s 

going on? Why aren’t you doing it correctly?”  Her peers asked these things 

because they wanted to make sure she was using the strategies offered.  

 Eventually, the students began to self monitor their transformation to 

members of a highly performing community.  Denton recalled having an internal 

dialogue asking himself, “What should I write down? How should I take this 
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sentence? Little steps. . . how do I remember this stuff?”  When these questions 

popped up, the students realized that their experience affected them differently 

than their non-AVID peers who were viewed as being less interested in academic 

achievement.  For example, Blaze revealed, “That hurts when my GPA goes low, 

even if it’s just like [a] point [or] something.  I don’t like B’s anymore.”  The 

strategies gave the students a taste of success. So, they were no longer satisfied 

with average grades.  This new awareness of self then becomes a characteristic 

that members of the community value and therefore becomes the norm of the 

network. 

 Summary. In building their network through academic interactions, they 

were able to lay the framework for their community to become aware of its 

capabilities to make them college-readiness.  In doing so, this allowed them to 

form the structure of a high-performing community, which was aided by 

nonacademic relationships as well.  

 Nonacademic relationships.  Clearly AVID strategies helped the students 

succeed, but AVID also supported nonacademic relationships.  This section 

discusses three nonacademic relationships that benefit the students. These are: 

community support, resource sharing, and learning from others within the AVID 

network. 

Community support. The adults in the community are also AVID 

resources playing key roles in supporting the students’ success. Ms. Orange stated 
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that tutors are a, “guider, not a giver.” In other words, AVID tutors did not 

function like traditional tutors who serve as academic coaches. Rather, they were 

there to keep student-led study groups moving forward by helping students solve 

points of confusion. Since the tutor is there to facilitate student-driven discussion 

during the tutorial process, their purpose is to serve as a guide for inquiry.   

Similar to previous research (Garcia-Reid, 2007), the current study 

demonstrated that the tutors also served as role models.  Ms. Orange speaks of 

being “an AVID student [formerly].  I am in college.  They see me using Cornell 

notes, so it is a natural thing to be a role model.”  She represents the next step in 

the students’ process.  However, Mrs. English, the retired teacher and current 

tutor, also modeled the use of AVID strategies, which conveyed the idea that 

AVID skills are always needed.   

In fact, the adults in the AVID community did what was needed to help 

guide the students in their educational journeys. As stated by Ms. Northwood, 

“you’re the teacher, mentor, you’re the parent, the coach…you take on whatever 

role needs to be taken on…so that students can reach, that they know how to 

reach.”  Therefore, the teachers and tutors took on any role to help foster the 

students’ progress as Hill (2008) discussed as a brokering strategy in her previous 

work.    

To successfully guide the students, the teachers had to gain access to 

information that is changing on a consistent basis.  Therefore, the teachers’ 
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greatest resource was their network of connections to various pieces of pertinent 

information.  For example, for many of the student participants, financial aid, 

course selection, or standardized testing became massive issues that the students 

knew could interfere with their being able to attend college. Therefore, the 

teachers tapped their other networks to supply the students with needed 

information. For instance, Coach Houston states, “as a coach, I have access to 

NCAA information that can help students pick the classes that will help them 

become eligible for college athletics.” Thus, the adult members of the AVID 

community became conduits to information for their students.  

As the administrator, Mr. Horn’s purpose is to, “provide stability…to be a 

help in things that need to be pushed through,” thus providing a safe environment 

for community interactions to happen.  Yet, he changed the role of the 

administrator by becoming an active part of the community. He revealed, “Instead 

of going and sitting in in a classroom and doing a walk through or just going in, I 

was actually out doing the activity with the kids.” In doing this, Mr. Horn chose to 

not be an outside observer, but rather a participating member of the learning 

community. He stated that he “thought that was good for me to get to interact with 

them in that way.”  In placing value on experiencing what the students were 

doing, he transformed what was in the past a supervisory role (disconnected from 

the community) into more of a collaborative, leadership position.  This led him to 

encourage and support the AVID teachers to be innovative. He reveals:  
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 It’s a pretty cool role to have, to have the people with the knowledge and 

 the passion that we have, that want to try new things and look at different 

 ways of doing things, and it’s pretty cool when you have people coming to 

 you wanting to try things that we’ve never done before or even thought of 

 before. 

 He used this stance as a method of ensuring that the community was adapting to 

the ever-changing world of higher education.  

 Resource sharing. Nonacademic relationships also allowed the 

community to access resources based on the experience of the adults.  For 

example, students listened to personal stories that the teachers told and equated 

those experiences to being college educated.  As Carine illustrated, 

 Every time you [teachers] went on a mountain climb you would come 

 and show our AVID class about your mountain climb and I was like 

 “That’s so cool.  I wish we could go one day and climb a mountain.  I’ve 

 never climbed a mountain.” 

Here Carine is recalling a specific moment where teachers were sharing their 

personal life.  Other examples of this sharing were when teachers had children, 

got married, or finished their graduate degrees.  However, what is also seen from 

this quote is the students wanting to be like their adult counterparts.  She recalled 

that later on in the school year the class was approached about the possibility of 

doing this activity.  She added,  



 

76 

 You all were like “Would you like to climb a mountain one day?” and I 

 said “Yeah.” and then everyone was like it would be badass to climb a 

 mountain and you all worked real hard for us to get us that scholarship.  

Personal interaction, where teachers openly shared and then invited students to 

participate, served as examples of nonacademic ways of accessing the personal 

resources of the community members. It is also evidence of a family culture 

benefiting the community (McKillip et al., 2012). 

 Learning from others. Community sharing of individual successes often 

served as motivation for all group members to learn or increase their confidence.  

For instance, Blaze recounted her emotions when she saw another undocumented 

student succeed.  

 Phillip [an undocumented AVID student at North High School] got into 

 college and I was excited about that.  I mean, hey, he’s being in the same 

 position I was, being illegal and not having money and he got in, he’s 

 studying, maybe I can do it too.  Seeing the seniors above me doing it, 

 made me want to do it to.   

Due to her closeness with AVID students of other grade levels, she was able to 

identify those who could guide her in her particular situation.  Teachers were also 

able to tap into this.  Mrs. Christian shared that “each time a student gets accepted 

we learn a little.” Then, they are able to use that knowledge to help other students 

in the community.  
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 Wesley spoke about the help he received from the AVID community 

regarding getting into college.  For example, he recognized the teachers as 

valuable resources by saying,  

Every single year they [teachers] go through the same thing to help out the 

senior class [to] get accepted, looking for scholarships, so they have that 

experience under their belt. That’s what they actually helped me a lot with 

it.   

The adults of the community used their personal experiences and any lessons 

learned from getting previous students accepted to help their current AVID 

students find their individual paths to college.   

Watching what happened to students who left the AVID community also 

provided incentives to adopt the skills and stay with the AVID.   According to 

Carine, “I also try to learn from others’ mistakes and I would see that whenever 

they got out of AVID, they started going downhill.  They started skipping and 

going to skipping parties and like, not really caring about school anymore.” 

 For Denton, Tarran, and Wesley, escaping their lower socio-economic 

backgrounds was the payoff for joining a group that placed a higher value on 

college.  Tarran explained, “I just felt that most of my family wasn’t able to go to 

college, so I needed that extra help on knowing what to do next and getting all 

that next step information to get into a good college.”  Realizing that her family 
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was limited in the resources that they could provide, both financially and 

logistically, she looked to the adults in AVID to provide the access she needed.    

The students felt a debt to previous students and vowed to share their own 

successes with future students. As Denton explained,  

 Having no money and not being able to go out and enjoy life sucks even 

 worse.  I don’t want to live like that and I made that decision senior year 

 and if I graduate, I’m going to go college and I’m going to finish and I’m 

 going to go back to high school and say, I did it.    

Therefore, the students were eager to continue to serve the community after they 

graduated.  

 Summary. By fostering nonacademic interactions, the AVID community 

was able to link to the social resources that would prepare them for the personal 

interactions of college.  Finally, by forming these interpersonal connections they 

were able to create a network that learned from the experiences of others in order 

to benefit each member.  Those benefits were realized, because the group set 

ground rules, or norms, that supported positive values. 

Values and Norms 

 Putnam (2000,) defines values and norms as existing within a “network of 

reciprocal social relationships” (p. 19).  In other words, communities set values 

that are reflected by all of its members. In turn, their common goals and values 

strengthen their bonds as well. Therefore, this section discusses how the values of 
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the North High School AVID community promotes the creation of norms for its 

members to become a high functioning group aimed at making students college-

ready through a focus on trust and reciprocity. 

 Trust. Given that AVID is a system that is aimed at first-generation 

college students and students who have historically been under-represented at 

four-year institutions, it becomes possible for them to transform the AVID 

community from a norm-enforcing environment, as witnessed in Catholic schools 

studied by Coleman (1961) to a horizon-expanding one (Morgan & Sorensen, 

1999). This transformation is the result of the student participants who emphasize 

achieving a level of social equality and adults who are inspired by social justice.  

Thus, both students and adults use their motivations to commit to the community 

norms that allow the students to become college-ready.  

Because the community shared the common goal of college success, it was 

important that norms are developed in order to meet this goal.  As members 

became more proficient with learned college preparatory and professional skills, 

their interactions with each other formed a support structure that lead to 

accountability. For instance, all those involved in the AVID community had to 

trust that the other members were going to provide the appropriate resources.  

This trust leads to an expectation that everyone received an equal benefit in 

relation to his or her effort.  Therefore, all members could be active players in 

pushing performance boundaries of the community. 
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 All the student participants described their purpose as being that of the 

driver of the community effort.  Carine expressed this concept as, “they thought 

about me and what I need.  It wasn’t just a program.”  When asked to elaborate on 

this, she used the word “vision” as a needed quality of an AVID student.  In her 

words, an AVID student, “know[s] what they want in the future.  They know what 

they want to be.  They know where they want to be.  They are not just here for 

school or just came here because it’s class.”   

 Student participants were motivated to take advantage of the resources 

within the network through (a) realizing family dreams and (b) escaping their 

socio-economic situation (Perez et al., 2009).  Two of these participants, Blaze 

(recently naturalized) and Carine, who is a first-generation college student, were 

very close in terms of achieving similar family goals of finishing school and 

having a better life.  These students realized through watching others transform 

through the AVID program that there was a path that they could follow to 

improve their life.   

 Wesley’s take on the members of this network is that they are “ willing to 

do what it takes to succeed in life…all along maintaining their dignity, and their 

honesty, and their integrity.”  This indicated that there was a values-based 

component to the purpose of an AVID student. They were willing to do whatever 

“it takes” in order to succeed, but there was an added element in that they were 

unwilling to cut corners in order to do it.  They were not willing to do things that 
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would reflect negatively on them or the group, and there was a need to come out 

the other end of the process better than when they entered. They would refer to 

“integrity” and “honesty” as important values of the AVID community. 

  Reciprocity. They were also not in school for the grade, but to 

understand the material and be an active participant in the educational process.  

Choosing to pursue the material rather than the grade allowed for the AVID 

classroom to be centered on student inquiry, which changed the atmosphere of the 

class from that of working for a class rank to one of assimilating contextual skills 

(Conley, 2010) that would prepare them for college.  In order to achieve this, they 

had to admit what they did not already know.  For instance, Tarran explained, “if I 

wanted to do what I wanted to do [graduate college], I couldn’t put on a front and 

act like I knew everything.” 

  Denton spoke to the values of the network in that he described an AVID 

student as someone who wants to succeed so much that they are willing to seek 

help.   

 I think it’s actually for the ones that actually want to get some help, and to 

 succeed, and they’re just not afraid to go out and do what they need to 

 do…people are afraid of help.  People are afraid to feel helpless.  People 

 are afraid to take advice.   

In other words, AVID students are willing to be vulnerable in front of those in 

their community.  In fact, it is this openness to admitting weakness that is what 
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allows for the community members to fully interact with the AVID curriculum in 

a way that allows for them to pool resources.  Therefore, being vulnerable during 

interactions, both academic and nonacademic, becomes a norm of the community.  

 By taking a chance and accessing available resources through their AVID 

community, the students were able to tap into materials and experiences that they 

would not have been able to had they only sought help from people from their 

same background.  This was possible because of their AVID bonds. Tarran 

supported this idea when she said,  

 In AVID, since it’s in groups [small group collaboration], you have 

 already that family bond so you know you’re confident to go speak to 

 somebody and you have the same quality of being an AVID student, so 

 you have more in common and more to talk about and expand your 

 friendship.   

 In describing the norms of the AVID community at North High School, 

Wesley stated,  

If you ever had any doubts, any questions, any concerns, they [students, 

teachers, and tutors] were always there for you.  Basically, they all held 

each other accountable, as well, so there were not any excuses for not 

doing anything.    

While at times, this accountability came across as “annoyingly hounding” as 

described by Denton, being held to a high standard was always received as 



 

83 

constructive because, as he added, “It’s going to get them to the next level.”  

Holding each other to task, according to the student participants, came from both 

the adults within the community and with their peers.  Coach Houston 

commented, “We take the tutorials and notes and we make it a point to be the best 

at those things.”  By becoming the best at those things, he contributed to the 

norms by holding students to higher standards when faced with performing the 

academic tasks of the network. 

 As students became committed to increased rigor in regard to their 

achievement level, those outside of the group began to characterize them in this 

manner. For example, Carine recalls, “they [non-AVID teachers] would 

automatically expect me to be a good student since I was in AVID.  I would think, 

oh, crap! I can’t mess around because they know I’m an AVID student.” First, 

this represented the realization that the students, as members of the community, 

held each other to a specific set of norms, and secondly, that others outside the 

network recognized the existence of this higher standard.  As Blaze stated, “what 

I do, gives people an idea of what we all do.” 

 Tutors routinely used group norms in order to motivate the students to rise 

to the occasion.  This typically centered on attempting to bond with students and 

acknowledge their presence within the group setting.  Ms. Orange’s method was 

to “build on that trust, because sometimes they would become timid,” meaning 

students tried not to participate if they felt they did not have anything to 
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contribute.  By using the procedural components of AVID, such as the tutorial 

process and questioning prompts to build confidence, trust was nurtured in order 

for the network to optimally use its resources.  When a student exhibited shyness 

or lack of confidence during a tutorial, Mrs. English pushed for them to “ask basic 

questions.” She focused on increasing the confidence in the group because, “when 

you find that connection with a more quiet kid, you will find them  [the student] 

to be more apt to get involved.”   

 With teachers, accountability exhibited itself more in helping students 

meet the social demands of college-level coursework. Teachers often focused on 

the social components of college, namely in teaching students how to own their 

education rather than depending on parents to communicate with faculty. Mrs. 

Christian added she wanted the students to be their own advocates by “ teaching 

them what they have to put up with, what they have to tolerate, and what they 

don’t have to accept,” and learning how and when to voice their thoughts so that 

they are also respectful to a college professor.  

 Along with self-advocacy, reciprocity was stressed within this community 

in multiple ways.  Students made sure that their peers knew and understood that 

there were high expectations both inside and outside the AVID program.  Tutors 

helped motivate students to hold to these expectations by forming bonds with 

each student. By using the community bond to hold its members accountable in a 
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meaningful way, the actions of the AVID program fostered the development of 

trust. 

 Perhaps the biggest example of trust was in the Senior Challenge that 

served as a rite of passage to solidify the trust that the community members have 

in each other.  This event became an opportunity for everyone to completely share 

of himself or herself in order to have a peak experience.  Tarran explained this by 

saying; “we [AVID students] wouldn’t do any of this [AVID activities] if it 

wasn’t for the trust in us as a family.” Or as Denton described how he felt about 

the adults on the trip in saying, “there’s just something about ya’ll that made us 

trust ya’ll more… we felt more comfortable with ya’ll because ya’ll actually gave 

a damn about us.” Wesley talked of trust among the students as, “Just being there 

together for four or five days, that got us pretty closer than we wanted to be.” He 

also talked about building trust with the adults “They [the teachers] make that 

intent to actually genuinely care for you so you know that you can trust them and 

confide in them.” 

 By organizing the community along shared values, the members of the 

network are able to hold themselves to a higher standard of achievement.  In order 

to meet this standard, a set of norms must exist that will bind the group together in 

their tasks that will lead the students to being college-ready.  These norms require 

its members to be vulnerable, in that they must admit what they do not know, and 
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be willing to share their academic and nonacademic resources in order to build 

trust. 

Summary 

 Using the lens of social capital theory, this chapter explored the reasons 

the students and adults joined AVID and how the use of nonacademic interaction, 

through community support and resource sharing, allowed members to learn from 

each other. All of this was shown to contribute to the norms and values of the 

group through building trust, through rites of passage, and through demonstrating 

reciprocity during their group tasks.  These stages will be used in the next chapter 

to revisit this study’s research questions. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

 The purpose of this study was to better understand how members of the 

AVID community define and perceive family-feel and how it contributes to their 

college-readiness.  Because the large majority of research on AVID has used 

quantitative methods, focused more on mechanisms of the system, and did not 

explore the role of the family-like environment, this study looked to answer 

research questions of a qualitative nature that investigated the perceptions of those 

who participated in the AVID experience.  By investigating the nonacademic 

interactions that take place within the AVID community, we can better understand 

the role that social networks play in providing access to resources that aid in 

college-readiness. 

 In the chapter, I review this study’s research questions and then offer 

implications related to the findings, specifically those related to policy, practice, 

and theory.  Following this, I address the limitations of the study and the 

recommendations for future research.  Finally, this chapter ends with a summary 

and conclusion of this research. 

Research Questions 

 The primary method of data collection for this case study was interviews 

from the perspective of community members during a limited period of time (Yin, 

2014).  The interviews focused on the non-curricular aspects of the interactions 
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between the participants in order to answer the study’s research questions.  The 

following sections provide the details related to these questions. 

Research Question 1:  What do AVID teachers, tutors, administrators, and 

students perceive contributes to the creation of family-feel?  

 In previous research, a family-feel was identified to exist in AVID 

communities, particularly those in Texas (Watt et al., 2010).  This study found 

that consistent, informal interactions between community members that valued 

student contributions led to the development of lasting personal connections.  

These elements contributed to a family-like atmosphere. 

   Informal interactions were defined as any type of contact or collaboration 

that occurred outside the AVID curriculum.  Over the course of the participants’ 

time in AVID at North High School, many opportunities arose that allowed this 

type of contact to happen.  Informal interactions emerged throughout the students’ 

experience during their high school career.  When uneasiness was felt, it was 

rooted in the fact that they, or their family, had never gone through the procedures 

for college acceptance so they trusted the adults in the AVID community to fill 

this void.  This is where teachers, tutors, and administrators would step outside of 

the curriculum and provide information to inform the students about college and 

the admissions process, financial aid, and other topics in order to allay their fears. 

Adult participants provided information gained from their personal experiences 

and previous graduates of the program came back to serve as role models for 
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students in the program. Seeing their success helped motivate the current students 

to achieve their goals.  

 These connections extended beyond the focus on college goals.   Students 

were invited to take part in the adults’ celebrations such as when childbirths and 

marriages took place.  They also came together when members of the AVID 

community encountered serious illness or loss.  Through informal interactions, the 

participants were able to see each other as multi-faceted individuals, rather than 

merely inhabiting their roles as student, teacher, tutor, or administrator. 

 The second aspect of family-feel that was discussed was that students 

routinely felt valued as part of the learning process as they became college-ready.  

All students commented on how they felt at home in the AVID classroom.  Most 

importantly, the student participants spoke about how their AVID teachers were 

more concerned about their needs as individuals, as compared to their other 

classes where they felt those teachers were more focused on the course content. 

Students could feel that their needs were always a priority in their AVID classes. 

For example, students commented on how they felt their non-AVID teachers were 

concerned about them during the 90 minutes they were in class, but their AVID 

teachers were concerned about them all the time. 

 From the adult perspective, all adults viewed their roles as being advocates 

for the students while in and out of the school. The AVID teachers did this by 

creating a safe and positive atmosphere in their classrooms. Tutors routinely 
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promoted AVID students outside the school when referring to them as “their 

kids.”  The administrator used the successes of AVID students in his role as 

teacher appraiser during classroom observations.  All adult participants attributed 

this ability to advocate for their students to their deep knowledge of the students’ 

backgrounds and successes. 

 In order to acquire this deeper knowledge, the participants needed to form 

personal connections with each other. For this community, that meant having 

individuals who were willing to openly share their history with the students in 

order to foster trust. This manifested in adults freely providing information about 

their path to college, their current struggles, and their moments of pride.  This did 

not take place as a means of directing attention toward the adults, but rather as a 

means to relate to where the student was at a given time in their high school 

experience.  For example, students often experienced uneasiness when it came to 

submitting their application, not from lack of confidence but from anxiety over 

being the first from their family to apply.  The teachers and tutors would counsel 

the students through this emotional event by relating their experience with the 

application process. In doing so, the participants of this study were able to create 

strong connections to the adults and each other. Not only did these bonds help 

allay students’ immediate fears, but it would also lead them to return to North 

High School to be tutors, or to volunteer to speak to current students about their 
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experiences in college, or to support the community in times of need, such as 

illness and death of community members. 

Research Question 2:  How do teachers operationalize family-feel in their 

classrooms? 

 For the teachers of this study, family-feel is a concept that goes beyond the 

curriculum.  On paper, they can follow scope and sequence in order to teach the 

AVID strategies.  However, the teachers did more than that. They operationalized 

family-feel by blurring, and in some cases removing, the line between teacher and 

student through shared expectations and participating in the same experiences as 

their students. 

  They also shared their own histories.  Timing was key in telling these 

stories so as to impart this information when the students were experiencing 

similar events, rather than the teacher giving their biography all at once.  In doing 

this, students learned that one teacher struggled with AP classes as well, another 

teacher had to go through high school as a teen mother, and another had to 

transfer from one college to another because they did not fit in at their first school.  

This revealed to the students that their teachers experienced similar things in their 

lives, which helped them relate to them as individuals.  An additional benefit was 

that teachers were able to become role models by showing that mistakes or 

obstacles are inevitable, but they need not derail you from achieving success.  
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 Finally, teachers were able to operationalize family-feel by taking part in 

student experiences as a partner in the inquiry process.  In AVID, experiential 

opportunities put the students and teachers on equal footing.  The most obvious 

example was the AVID Senior Challenge, where the students and teachers had to 

physically struggle through the same events, such as climbing a mountain. 

However, it also occurred when the teachers shared their struggles from their 

college experiences in the presence of the AVID community.  That is to say that 

the students witnessed their teachers having to process their notes, study for tests, 

and write essays, because those teachers shared the reality of being a life-long 

learner with their students.   

 By blurring the lines between the experiences of the teachers and students, 

the AVID teachers were able to create opportunities for students to relate to them 

in meaningful ways.  By sharing in their struggles, revealing their histories, and 

holding themselves to the same standards as their students, they were able to 

create an atmosphere of openness in their classrooms.  Through this, they were 

able to create the family-feel that encouraged a sense of belonging among the 

students. 

Research Question 3:  In what ways do students perceive family-feel 

contributes to college readiness? 

 Based on prior quantitative research of AVID and its mechanisms, it 

would be easy to assume that students who can obtain a specific set of skills could 
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become college-ready.  However, Conley (2010), in his four dimensions of 

college-readiness, posits that academic skills and behaviors are nested within a 

larger category related to the contextual skills of the college experience.  These 

components include the collaborative relationships and social behaviors of higher 

education, as well as college knowledge, such as college admissions, financial 

aid, degree plans. Therefore, the students who participated in this study perceived 

the family-feel of AVID contributed to their college readiness in that it allowed 

them to witness the responsibilities of a college student through the experience of 

others, allowed them to share in the processes of completing college 

requirements, and it created the opportunity to be accepted as a member of a 

community. 

 In witnessing college responsibilities, students could experience, in real 

time, the responsibilities of college by observing and hearing from their tutors, 

who were in undergraduate studies, or teachers, in graduate school, about their 

college experiences.  For example, when students were giving updates on 

assignments and deadlines, the adults would in turn share their undergraduate or 

graduate school progress with the students.  When the Federal Application for 

Free Student Aid (FAFSA) forms had to be filled out in the spring semester of the 

students’ senior year, the teachers and tutors, who were also filling out their 

forms, guided them.  The adults’ willingness to share their experiences and the 
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students’ desire to use their teachers, tutors, and administrator as mentors in these 

processes created a tighter bond. 

 In addition to applying to college or filling out a FAFSA form, there were 

many events that served as benchmarks for students as they pursued their college 

dreams.  The student participants spoke of the small celebrations that occurred as 

they received their college acceptance letters.  Adults recalled the transformation 

that students went through on college trips or on the Senior Challenge.  All of 

which served to reinforce the norms of the community in order to help the 

students become college-ready. 

 When reflecting on their high school career, the student participants 

reported a change in their relationships with the AVID teachers, tutors, and 

administrators.  That is to say that by the time they became seniors, they started to 

interact with the adult participants as equals.  Students described feeling like a 

fellow college student, from the adults, upon receiving their acceptance letter.  

During events where all participants were taking part, both physically and 

mentally, in the same challenges, the student and adult participants mentioned 

how they all felt as though they accomplished something as peers.   

Research Question 4:  How does social capital theory explain the concept of 

family-feel? 

 As stated earlier, social capital is the components of moral obligation and 

norms, social values, and social networks in a group.  Family-feel was described 
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as developing a community of support though the use of informal and 

nonacademic interaction.  At the heart of social capital theory is the concept that 

networks matter.  Therefore, social capital theory can explain the concept of 

family-feel through the idea of reciprocity, the types of social capital available, 

and the building of trust among the community. 

 The goal of AVID is to help students get into and succeed into a university 

by making students college-ready.  The student participants expressed that they 

joined AVID specifically to get them into college.  The adult participants all 

expressed a desire to get more out of their professional experience so that they 

could become better at their craft or serve as stewards from the educational 

system that they benefited from as students.  The relationships observed between 

the students and adult members of this community are an example of reciprocity.  

For example, the students joined AVID in order to prepare them for college, the 

adults joined in order to have a more personal connection to their students and 

their job.  This arrangement provided for different types of social capital.   

 First, bridging social capital is what is experienced when diverse groups of 

people come together.  Since one characteristic of AVID students is that they are 

traditionally under-represented in higher education, the potential for a 

demographically diverse student population exists, meaning the community 

benefits by learning from the multiple routes required to get students from 

different starting points accepted to college.  Diversity can also be found in the 



 

96 

adult population from an experiential standpoint.  For instance, not all adults will 

have graduated from the same university, nor will they hold the same degrees.  

Therefore, there is the potential for a wide array of resources to be available for 

the students to draw from and an equally varied set of cultural resources that the 

adults can learn from their interactions with students.  This is supported in 

research showing groups with members that have a wide variety of resources tend 

to be higher functioning (Ahn, 2008). 

 Secondly, when people choose to be part of any group, which in this case 

is AVID, there exists an exclusivity built around accepting the values of the 

group, in this case the pursuit of a college degree and the active participation in 

the community.  In this case, bonding social capital, as demonstrated by choosing 

to participate in AVID, is able to provide the structural resources for students to 

achieve.  For example, the adults represented those who have either attended 

college or hold a college degree. In order for the students to attend college and 

eventually obtain a degree, they must learn academic skills as well as how to 

navigate the college admission and degree process.  The adults of the AVID 

community provided the necessary information resources (i.e., capital) to help the 

students begin their journey to a degree, which is unknown territory for them as 

first-generation college students.   

 Reciprocity, bridging social capital, and bonding social capital do not 

work without trust.  Trust is where the family-feel of AVID intersects most 
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frequently with social capital theory.  Students can have the drive to go to college, 

the AVID community can be diverse in population, and they can all choose to 

interact under the agreement of reciprocity, but without trust, all of the resources 

cannot be mobilized for the benefit of the group as a whole.  Fukuyama (1999) 

refers to this as a positive radius of trust.   

 This positive radius of trust can be witnessed in the AVID community 

from the moment its members choose to join.  When they first join, students form 

a small group of trusted members and adults represent a separate group.  Through 

meaningful classroom interactions and shared experiences, referenced earlier in 

this chapter, the ties between these two groups grow until all members are tightly 

bonded together.  Once this occurs, new roles, family-like in appearance, are 

adopted which creates acceptance within the community.  Because the AVID 

community shares common values or goals, it is able to produce a higher level of 

social capital overall.  Therefore, social capital theory helps explain the family-

feel of the AVID community through its reliance on reciprocity, bridging social 

capital, bonding social capital, and trust. 

Implications of Findings 

 Based on the findings, there are implications that affect future policy, 

practice, and theory.   
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Implications for Policy  

 Statistics for decades have chronicled an achievement gap existing 

between demographic groups in terms of high school graduation and college 

enrollment and graduation.  Data suggest that AVID is able to close this gap 

beyond that of other college preparatory programs.  This study indicates that there 

are contextual elements at play within AVID that greatly influence the outcome of 

student performance.  Thus, AVID’s successful approaches are not strictly limited 

to its academic supports or pedagogies, but include relational variables (i.e., 

family feel).  

This study showed that access to important start-up information, such as 

exposure to the admissions process, knowledge of how financial aid works, and 

opportunity to interact with people who have attended college, is just as important 

to college success as academic performance.  These are important components to 

the AVID College Readiness System, which has been shown to narrow the 

achievement gap.  Therefore, this study implies that there may need to be a shift 

in concentration away from policy focusing on the achievement gap, testing 

outcomes, and directed to creating policy that addresses the opportunity gap, such 

as dealing with the lack of resources from both inside the school, such as 

academic behaviors, and outside of the school, meaning socio-economic issues 

and life circumstances (Carter & Welner, 2013; Putnam, 2016).  The 

opportunities, provided by the diverse social networks, or AVID’s community of 
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support, were very important in helping the students truly become college-ready 

as defined by Conley (2012). 

Implications for Practice  

 The AVID curriculum covers many academic skills, however, the 

participants of this study were able to show that building relationships through 

their interactions within the AVID community at North High School served as the 

medium for these skills to take root.   By providing opportunities for community 

members to share of themselves and tap into their social networks, all participants 

were able to nurture the development of trust so that personal goals could be met 

(i.e., college acceptance).  Trust was an outcome of creating and maintaining a 

family-like atmosphere.  

 This study was able to show how social interactions within a tightly 

developed campus community are able to provide opportunities that my 

participants deemed beneficial to both the students’ college-readiness while 

increasing the adults’ sense of job satisfaction.  Thus, other college preparatory 

programs or support initiatives working with students who do not have a prior 

history of interaction with higher education should consider how they can also 

develop and sustain a family feel to more directly support and aid their students in 

becoming college ready, which happily also led to increases in staff motivation.  

 Further, in terms of hiring practices, this study was able to demonstrate 

how the background and network connections of its adult participants greatly 
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influenced their efficacy in the classroom.  The resources that a teacher, tutor, or 

administrator can access from outside the school is just as important.  By looking 

at potential employees in terms of how they can expand the resources available to 

the school, educational organizations can create a deeper well from which their 

students can draw in order to achieve.   

 Finally, this study’s adult participants represented a wide variety of paths 

to degree attainment.  By matching employee histories to possible student 

backgrounds, a mentoring opportunity is created that could positively influence 

student success.  For example, none of the adults in this study followed the 

traditional path of high school graduation to college to degree.  Their circuitous 

routes to their degrees proved to be eye-opening for the students of this 

community, as some have or may confront similar challenges on their paths, such 

as going to community college or even switching universities. Therefore, the 

ability for a potential employee to relate to the students is equally as necessary as 

subject content.   

Implications for Theory  

 To date, there has been no published research using social capital theory to 

explain how AVID helps with college-readiness.  This study shows that the 

networks that people belong to greatly influence the ability of a community to 

thrive.  Putnam (2000) explains this phenomenon through the use of bowling 

leagues and civic groups, but this study illustrates that it can also be witnessed 
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within educational institutions in regards to student success.  By allowing 

members to voluntarily join, there is an intrinsic motivation that drives the 

community’s interactions.   

 Using social capital theory as the lens for viewing classroom and peer 

interaction provides for non-academic aspects of the educational process to come 

to the forefront.  This study was able to show that reciprocity influences 

classroom interaction.  It illustrates the different motivations that exist in the 

many educational roles present within a school as well as the importance of trust 

amongst these roles.  Therefore, future research into social networks could prove 

to be beneficial to both schools and AVID.      

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research 

 As these findings suggest, family-feel within the AVID community is 

something that the participants perceived as contributing to their success.  

However, because this was a case study, these findings are limited to the confines 

of this community, at a particular time, with a certain group of individuals. 

Therefore, future research into what contributes to family-feel would need to be 

conducted in other locations to gain a broader understanding of family feel as it 

relates to AVID. This trait was unique in terms of AVID in Texas, so studying 

AVID in other locations and other states as a means to explore the existence of 

family feel could be beneficial.  
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While the actual events that these participants experienced are unique to 

their community, a comparative study of the interactions and events that exist in 

other AVID communities may yield information on what informal and formal 

practices exist that lead to a tightly bonded community. 

 Further, this study used social capital theory to view the AVID 

community; future studies may want to look at other types of social or 

developmental theories to explain the interactions that are present.  For instance, 

Tuckman’s group development model (Tuckman & Jensen, 1977) may help 

organize the stages of the AVID community’s progress.  Other theoretical lenses 

(e.g., McGrath’s Time, Interaction, and Performance Theory, Hackman’s 

Multilevel Perspective, or Ecological Systems Theory) may better illustrate why 

certain interactions exist or why certain individuals choose to stay in the 

community.   

In addition, it might be fruitful to investigate if other locations have a 

similar gender population to this school. If so, then it would be necessary to 

investigate the conditions that lead to a higher female population in relation to the 

male population of AVID. Also, future research could explore if males and 

females experience AVID differently and gain different benefits. This work might 

be helpful to better understand the gender imbalance at this school and others that 

face similar circumstances. 
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Finally, the limited qualitative investigations prior to this study suggest 

that more qualitative work is necessary to help understand why AVID seems to 

benefit students more than other pre-college options.  Qualitative methods will 

allow a deeper analysis into the process, which may, in turn, help identify other 

benefits that arise based on the synergistic affects of the various elements of 

AVID.  

Summary of Findings 

 College-readiness is a driving issue in K-12 education today.  Because of 

this, researchers have investigated the many options available to help students 

prepare for the demands of higher education.  One method school districts are 

using to help students achieve college-readiness is through the use of AVID.  This 

study’s findings contribute to the understanding of college-readiness through the 

use of qualitative research methods aimed at the benefits of social networks in 

grooming first-generation college students for life after high school by showing 

how nonacademic interactions can lead to community members sharing resources 

in order to better prepare students for success in higher education environments. 

 Much research exists on the Advancement Via Individual Determination 

College Readiness System (ACRS), specifically on the structural components of 

AVID  (Black, Little, McCoach, Purcell, & Siegle, 2008; Contreras, 2011; 

Hubbard & Ottoson, 1997; Huerta et al., 2013;Watt et al, 2008).  These studies 

are quantitative in nature; therefore, this study fills the gap in research by 
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qualitatively investigating how the social networks of AVID contribute to college-

readiness by providing students with the contextual knowledge of higher 

education.   

 Through information gathered from interviews conducted with multiple 

members of a campus AVID community, this case study was able to show that the 

contextual information, deemed necessary for college-readiness by Conley 

(2010), was transmitted via the family-feel that existed between the members of 

this community.   While students used the AVID strategies, it was the 

relationships that were created between the participants that served as the vehicle 

for preparing the students for the social rigors and norms of higher education. 

 The findings of this study also contribute to the understanding of the 

support structure of college-readiness as indicated by previous studies that 

focused on student academic careers  (Cabrera & Padilla, 2004; Cooper, 2012; 

Curran et al., 2013; Horvat et al., 2003).  In previous studies, AVID was one of 

many aspects addressed.  In contrast, this study focused completely on the 

experience of its participants within the AVID community.  Participants clearly 

valued the relationships that existed within AVID at North High School and spoke 

of how their interactions prepared the students for college and served to define 

their community.  This was informed by the identification of a family-like 

atmosphere that existed in AVID programs in California and Texas (Watt et al., 

2008). 
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 This study was able to expound on the family-like atmosphere by 

identifying interactions and perspectives within an AVID community that lead to 

the creation of family-feel.  In using previous research that recognized that AVID 

students demonstrated a higher degree of college preparation than students 

affiliated with other programs (Watt et al., 2007), this study was allowed to more 

deeply investigate the culture of the AVID community in order to identify a 

family-like support structure that helped develop college-readiness.    

 By using social capital, as defined by Putnam (2000), this study was able 

to demonstrate how close social networks aid in college-readiness by providing 

access to non-academic knowledge, such as college norms and behaviors.  By 

learning about college through the various experiences of their teachers, tutors, 

and the administrator, students were able to better navigate the college admission 

process and thrive within the higher education environment.   

Concluding Reflection 

This study’s argument began with college readiness being the issue at play 

when addressing the achievement gap.  It identified that AVID was a system used 

by many schools to address the problem of students needing to become college-

ready, due to AVID demonstrating that it has the ability to close the achievement 

gap.  Much research has been done regarding this program, but it has been 

quantitative in nature and has focused largely on the structure of AVID on a 

campus. A family-like atmosphere has been identified to exist within this program 
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via mixed methods study, but limited description of what contributes to this feel 

exists.  Therefore, this study sought to investigate the creation of community 

within AVID and how the relationships among its students, teachers, tutors, and 

administrators aid in college readiness. 

 By interviewing student and adult participants on the informal processes 

of their experience and how they inhabited their role within the AVID 

community, a clearer understanding of what makes family-feel became apparent.  

A sense of belonging and importance that did not exist in non-AVID classrooms 

was identified.  Through the interactions between community members and the 

sharing of resources, these participants were able to register moments of 

acceptance that lead to relationships that continued to live beyond the student-

teacher relationship. It provided further insights into how AVID may successfully 

address both the achievement gap and the opportunity gap so often faced by 

underrepresented students.  
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Glossary 
 
The following terms and definitions were used in this study: 

1. Advancement via Individual Determination (AVID): AVID is a college-

 readiness system designed to increase the number of students who enroll  

 in four-year colleges. Although the AVID program can serve all students, 

 it is designed to focus on the least served students in the “academic 

 middle” who have historically failed in the educational setting (AVID, 

 2016).  

2. Cornell Notes: Cornell Notes were developed in the 1940s by Walter Pauk. His  

 note‐taking system is characterized by a right hand column for notes, a left 

 hand column for generating questions and main ideas, and a summary 

 section at the end of a topic. 

 (http://archives.avid.org/lesson_plan_cornell_notes.html).   

3. Social Capital: As defined in his essay “Bowling Alone” social capital is 

 the components of moral obligation and norms, social values, and social 

 networks (Putnam, 1995).  
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Appendix B 

AVID Data 
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AVID Data 

Note.  Adapted from “AVID Year In Review” by AVID (2014) 
 

Note. For 2011, AVID (N=27,608), U.S. (N=2,993,120); For 2012, AVID 
(N=32,799), U.S. (N=2,946,541); For 2013, AVID (N=33,804), U.S. 
(N=3,022,879), Adapted from “AVID Year In Review” by AVID (2014) 
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Teacher Focus Group Interview Protocol 
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Teacher Focus Group Interview Protocol (for interviewer use only) 

Date: ______________ 

Group Members: 

Name ___________________________________  

Name ___________________________________  

Name ___________________________________  

Personal Information Questions 

1. How did you come to be part of AVID at Lamar? 

2. How would you describe AVID to someone unfamiliar with it? 

3. How would you describe your role in the AVID community at North High 

School? 

4. How would you describe your role among the faculty at North High School? 

5. In what ways do you provide and advocate professional learning regarding 

AVID at North High School? Why? 

6. What do you feel are the qualities that you bring to the AVID community?  

7. How would you describe your expectations in the AVID classroom? 

8. How do you encourage student engagement in the AVID classroom? 

9. How do you serve as an advocate for AVID students at North High School? In 

regards to advanced courses? 

10. Is there anything else you want to add about your experience with AVID that we 

haven’t already discussed.  
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Appendix D 

Tutor Focus Group Interview Protocol 
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Tutor Focus Group Interview Protocol (for interviewer use only) 

Date: ______________ 

Group Members: 

Name ___________________________________  

Name ___________________________________  

Personal Information Questions 

1. How did you come to be part of AVID at Lamar? 

2. How would you describe AVID to someone unfamiliar with it? 

3. How would you describe your role in the AVID community at North High 

School? 

4. What do you feel are the qualities that you bring to the AVID community?  

5. Part of your role in the tutor contract is to act as a role model for AVID 

students, in what ways do you fill this role? 

6. You have helped with AVID activities outside of the AVID classroom, 

how has your participation in such activities fit with your role as a tutor? 

7. How do you encourage student engagement in the AVID classroom? 

8. How do you view your role during AVID tutorials? 

9. In what ways do you serve as an advocate for AVID among your peers?  

Why? 

10. Is there anything else you want to add about your experience with AVID 

that we haven’t already discussed. 
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Appendix E 

Individual Administrator Interview Protocol 

 
 

  



 

116 

Individual Administrator Interview Protocol 

Name_____________________________________ 

1. How would you describe your role in AVID? 

2. Why did you join AVID? 

3. What about AVID has made you stay in the program? 

4. How would you describe AVID to someone who was not familiar with it? 

5. What do you feel are the qualities of an AVID student?  Are AVID 

students different from other students?  In what way? 

6. Given your relatively limited exposure to AVID students on a daily basis, 

in what ways do you interact with AVID students? 

7. How would you describe an AVID classroom? Is it different from other 

classes? In what way? 

8. In what ways do you advocate for AVID on campus? Amongst fellow 

administrators? 

9. You have taken part in AVID activities that go beyond the stated 

responsibilities in the AVID materials; in what way do you feel your 

participation contributes to AVID at North High School? 

10. Is there anything else about your experience with AVID that we haven’t 

discussed that you would like me to know?  
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Appendix F 

Individual Student Interview Protocol 
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Individual Student Interview Protocol 

Name_____________________________________ 

1. How would you describe yourself as a student? 

2. Why did you join AVID? 

3. What about AVID has made you stay in the program? 

4. How would you describe AVID to someone who was not familiar with it? 

5. What do you feel are the qualities of an AVID student? 

6. Are AVID students different from other students?  Why or why not? 

7. How would you describe an AVID classroom? Is it different from other 

classes? In what way? 

8. How would you describe your relationship with other AVID students? 

Adults? 

9. You have been accepted to college, in what ways has AVID contributed to 

you being accepted? 

10. Is there anything else about your experience with AVID that we haven’t 

discussed that you would like me to know?  
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Appendix G 

Teacher Recruitment Letter & Email 
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Dear teacher 

 I am writing to invite you to participate in my dissertation study regarding 

AVID. The purpose of this research study is to investigate the creation of the 

AVID community and how the relationships among its students and adults aid in 

college readiness.  You are receiving this letter because you have taken part in the 

AVID program at Lamar High School as either a teacher or tutor.     

 You are eligible for this study in that you have participated in the Lamar 

AVID program for a minimum of three years.   

 If you are interested in learning more about this study, please complete the 

enclosed form, and mail it back to me in the pre-paid envelope.  You can also 

contact me by email at travis.horton@mavs.uta.edu. 

 Thank you for your time and consideration. I look forward to hearing from 

you.  

 

Sincerely,  

 

Travis W. Horton 
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Appendix H 

Tutor Recruitment Letter & Email 
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Dear tutor, 

 I am writing to invite you to participate in my dissertation study regarding 

AVID. The purpose of this research study is to investigate the creation of the 

AVID community and how the relationships among its students and adults aid in 

college readiness.  You are receiving this letter because you have taken part in the 

AVID program at Lamar High School as either a teacher or tutor.     

 You are eligible for this study in that you have participated in the Lamar 

AVID program for a minimum of three years.   

 If you are interested in learning more about this study, please complete the 

enclosed form, and mail it back to me in the pre-paid envelope.  You can also 

contact me by email at travis.horton@mavs.uta.edu. 

 Thank you for your time and consideration. I look forward to hearing from 

you.  

 

Sincerely,  

 

Travis W. Horton  
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Appendix I 

Administrator Recruitment Letter & Email 

 
 

  



 

124 

Dear administrator, 

 I am writing to invite you to participate in my dissertation study regarding 

AVID. The purpose of this research study is to investigate the creation of the 

AVID community and how the relationships among its students and adults aid in 

college readiness.  You are receiving this letter because you have taken part in the 

AVID program at Lamar High School as either a teacher or tutor.     

 You are eligible for this study in that you have participated in the Lamar 

AVID program for a minimum of three years.   

 If you are interested in learning more about this study, please complete the 

enclosed form, and mail it back to me in the pre-paid envelope.  You can also 

contact me by email at travis.horton@mavs.uta.edu. 

 Thank you for your time and consideration. I look forward to hearing from 

you.  

 

Sincerely,  

 

Travis W. Horton 
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Appendix J 

Student Recruitment Letter & Email 
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Dear student, 

 I am writing to tell you about the dissertation study regarding.  The 

purpose of this research study is to investigate the creation of the AVID 

community and how the relationships among its students and adults aid in college 

readiness.  You are receiving this letter because you have taken part in the AVID 

program at Lamar High School during your high school career.   

 The purpose of this research study is	to	investigate	the	creation	of	the	

AVID	community	and	how	the	relationships	among	its	students	and	adults	

aid	in	college	readiness.   

 You are eligible for this study in that you have participated in the Lamar 

AVID program for a minimum of three school years.   

 If you are interested in learning more about this study, please complete the 

enclosed form, and mail it back to me in the pre-paid envelope.  You can also 

contact me by email at travis.horton@mavs.uta.edu. 

 Thank you for your time and consideration. I look forward to hearing from 

you.  

 

Sincerely,  

 

Travis W. Horton 
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Appendix K 
Opt In Form 
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OPT-IN FORM 

 

The Power of Community:  Building Social Networks Through the Advancement 

Via individual Determination (AVID) College Readiness System 

Please complete this form and return in the pre-paid envelope provided  

 

� I am interested in learning more about this study.  Please contact me 

using the following information:  
 

Name:  _________________________________________________  

Telephone(s): ___________________________________________ 

Best time and day to call:___________________________________ 

Email: ___________________________@____________________ 
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Appendix L 

The University of Texas at Arlington Internal Review Board Approval 

 
 

  



 

130 

 
  



 

131 

 
  



 

132 

 

  



 

133 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix M 

The University of Texas at Arlington Internal Review Board Exemption Determination 
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