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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how former Upward Bound students’ 

experiences may have influenced their high school completion and college readiness to bridge 

the opportunity gap. This study describes the personal experiences of former Upward Bound 

students and current staff to understand how a specific Upward Bound Program assists its 

students with being college ready. The results gathered provided indications about how the 

Upward Bound Program influenced the students’ transition from high school to college. The 

main data collection method was the use of interviews. Qualitative research methods were used 

to explain the data gathered from the interviews. The results of the study suggested that the 

Upward Bound Program positively influenced its students through the activities, awareness, and 

support provided by the staff to impact the opportunity gap. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

“An Opportunity Taken” 
 

When I first started [h]igh school, I didn’t have any friends. 

I was even scared to speak, but I have changed since then. 

An opportunity approached me; it came in the form of TRiO. 

It has been a big factor in my life; it is known as my hero. 

It taught me public speaking and how not to be afraid. 

What makes it even better; when you go, you get paid. 

You’re free to be yourself, to dream really big. 

Upward Bound gives you a chance to do things you never did. 

You get a chance to travel, a chance to see the world. 

They treat us all with fairness, both boy and girl. 

I came in a boy, but I am leaving here a man. 

At first I thought I couldn’t, but now I know I can. 

As time passes by, we learn the power of unity. 

If you have never heard me say this, “thanks for the opportunity.” 

(B. D. Williams, former Upward Bound student, 2013) 
 

As evidenced in the above poem, written by former Upward Bound student B. D. 

Williams, struggles for many African American youth from ill-prepared communities involve 
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difficulties with new environments, especially educational environments to which they are not 

accustomed.  For many, like B. D. Williams, they enroll in pre-college programs that serve as 

their introduction to the rigors of academic preparation in relation to postsecondary education. 

The problem a number of African American students face is their recognition of 

academic disparities that discourage them from thinking they can excel in college. With this in 

mind, there seems to remain a need for pre-college programs. The poem by B. D. Williams 

describes his struggles when he began Upward Bound and how his participation in this pre-

college program allowed him to overcome obstacles and helped him become a better student and 

person.  

Due to the obstacles of many students like B.D. Williams, various discussions in the 

political, social, and educational arenas have consistently revolved around the disparities and 

challenges children living in poverty face as compared to their more advantaged peers (Kezar, 

2010; Payne, 2013; Zekeri, 2003). Poverty is “the extent to which an individual does without 

resources” (Payne, 2013, p. 7). Poverty not only encompasses the lack of financial means, but 

also leads to shortfalls in other resources. Additional resources that may be inadequate include, 

but are not limited to, emotional, physical, support system, relationship, and language (Payne, 

2013). Children who live in poverty may not receive the emotional support from family that they 

need in order to handle the lack of financial and physical resources available in their lives. When 

parents are unable to provide some of the basic needs for their children it can create an emotional 

strain on the parents, which sometimes may leave them unable to give the positive emotional 

reinforcements their children need (Choy, 2001; Destin & Oyserman, 2009). Parents are 

sometimes even unaware of educational opportunities available for them to assist their children. 

Generally, the parents do not have a postsecondary education and live in communities that are 



 
3 

 

impoverished; therefore, neither the parent nor neighbors are able to communicate the breadth of 

language skills their children need in order to be successful in their academic pursuits (Payne,  

2007; Beale, 1996; Bruneforth, 2006). When children who live in poverty do not have the 

support systems available in their communities to help them build relationships and academic 

skills that could aid them in their educational pursuits and success, then the children are left with 

unfulfilled voids, which may hinder their personal, social, and academic growth and 

development (Bowman, Comer, & Johns, 2018). Many of the issues faced by students in lower 

socioeconomic levels also stem from the lack of educational opportunities offered in their 

schools and communities (Paulino, 2015). Although poverty is not restricted to only rural areas, 

the economic circumstances faced by schools in rural areas may lead to more difficulties offering 

diverse educational opportunities and less access for students concerning educational aid in their 

communities. The educational opportunities and aid could help students gain more information 

and grant students more exposure to activities that enhance their educational pursuits 

(Opportunity gap, n.d.). Resources like cultural institutions, museums, internships, and other 

educational platforms perform an integral function in a student’s achievement that is so lacking 

in certain geographical areas (Payne, 2013). People living in poverty in the United States tend to 

reside in specific regions, counties, and neighborhoods as opposed to other areas equally 

distributed across the country (Geography of poverty, 2017). Research indicates that people 

living in these impoverished areas face obstacles that go further than their personal conditions, 

which include meager housing and health settings, increased crime and school dropout rates, and 

employment displacements (Geography of poverty, 2017). Since the residents in these high 

poverty areas have inadequate options due to insufficient economic resources, the lack also leads 

to difficulties in navigating their educational pathways in high school, college, or the workforce. 
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Although there have been policies, programs, funding, and other mechanisms set in place 

to overcome these educational and economic differences, nothing will change until more in-

depth conversations and actions to address the causes of these gaps are engaged (Paulino, 2015). 

Children who come from lower socioeconomic backgrounds usually do not perform well in 

school, have lower standardized test scores, and have lower educational completion (Hair, 

Hanson, Wolfe, & Pollak, 2015). The longer children remain in impoverishment, the more 

difficulties they tend to have with their academics. The difficulties similar to those 

aforementioned and experiences of students like B. D. Williams, the author of the opening poem, 

provide the impetus for this dissertation. The study focuses on the distinctions of children living 

in certain counties of the Black Belt region of Alabama as they strive to rise above some of these 

challenges while using the Upward Bound Program as a gateway.  

College Access and Poverty 

With a majority of students coming from low-income backgrounds, the need to have 

more interventions in place for them is paramount (Suitts, Barba, & Dunn, 2015). Low-income 

denotes “an individual whose family’s taxable income for the preceding year did not exceed 150 

percent of the poverty level amount” (Federal TRIO Programs 2016 Low-Income Levels, 2016).  

Even though low-income students face barriers in their academic pursuits, the need to access and 

acquire a college education is essential. Policymakers have made multiple calls to boost the 

number of students entering college and acquiring a degree (Matthews, 2010; Obama, 2009). 

With the influx of jobs requiring at least a bachelor’s degree, it is imperative that the rate of 

college-educated individuals improve drastically. However, there is a disconnect between high 

school students moving into the college pipeline and being able to complete a degree (Aud, 

Hussar, Planty, Snyder, Bianco, Fox, Frohlich, Kemp, Drake, Ferguson, Nachazel, & Hannes, 
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2010). Many high school students want to attend college, but lack the resources and support 

necessary to prepare them to complete the college entry process in order to pursue a degree 

(Bowen, Chingos, & McPherson, 2009). Students who are low-income, first-generation college-

bound, and those from Black, Latino/a, and American Indian backgrounds are included in this 

demographic of high schoolers (McKillip, Rawls, & Barry, 2012). In order to achieve increased 

college access and completion, then the proper methods to improve students from these 

backgrounds with the information, knowledge, and skill sets necessary for their academic 

success must be provided.   

Even with all of the various measures available to help families and children, still almost 

the same number of children and families live in poverty as ten years ago (Seftor, Arif & Schirm, 

2009).  According to the Alabama Data Poverty Sheet (2016), Alabama is the fourth poorest 

state in the nation. While the national rate of poverty is 15%, the state’s poverty rate is 19.1%. 

The rate of poverty in Alabama means there are many children who deal not only with lacking 

all they need physically, but also with the impact of how this lack affects them personally, 

socially, and academically. Although overall the state is poor, certain areas have higher levels of 

poverty than the state and national levels. According to the community facts, the population of 

children under 18 living in families below the 100% poverty level in the West Alabama area is 

36%, which is higher than the state and national levels of 27.5% and 19.7% respectively (US 

Census Bureau: Factfinder, 2014). Additionally, merely 14% of low-income students actually 

graduate from college within eight years (College for America Staff, 2017). Distressing 

percentages like the ones mentioned contribute to the need for programs to assist students as 

students seek personal, social, and academic development and growth.  
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Alabama has 21.5% of children from birth through age 18 who are living in poverty 

(United States Census Bureau, n.d.). Even though the West Alabama area, as a whole, is not 

impoverished, the economic status of the minority population is relatively poor. The West 

Alabama area includes seven counties: Bibb, Fayette, Greene, Hale, Lamar, Pickens, and 

Tuscaloosa (West Alabama region, n.d.). Additionally, this area has a high percentage of 

unemployment, public assistance, and free lunches for school-aged children. Specifically, 59.2% 

of school-aged children receive free lunches for the state (Alabama Report Card, 2013-2014).   

 In the West Alabama area, the median household family and per capita income for some 

counties falls substantially below the state and national averages. The median per capita income 

for 2019 for the area was $43,776 compared to the national level at $57,652 and the state level at 

$46,472 (The Chamber of Commerce of West Alabama, 2019). For a family of four in the 

United States, the poverty threshold is $24, 300, meaning that 19.2% of those living in Alabama 

live below this poverty rate (Scott, 2016). The lower levels of income for some of the West 

Alabama areas are a direct effect of the educational levels of the individuals living in these 

counties, creating the potential for a higher proportion of possible first-generation college 

students (Zekeri, 2003).  

In addition to the high poverty levels, research also indicates that an exceptionally high 

number of students from impoverished families demonstrate low levels of educational 

achievement (U.S. Census Bureau: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, 2010-2014). 

Moreover, students who are first-generation, from low-income backgrounds, or ethnic minorities 

are less likely than other students who are not from these backgrounds to plan and realize their 

educational goals (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2005). One of the most prevalent indicators 

of higher education failure is simply having first-generation status (Markowitz, 2017). According 
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to 2012 data, the college enrollment rates for low-income students were 30% lower than their 

more affluent peers (Baum, Ma, & Payea, 2013).  In an effort to serve students from low-income 

and first-generation backgrounds more effectively, considerations of versatile and broad 

approaches employed by committed personnel in various organizations/institutions may be 

beneficial (Perna, 2002). “First-generation and low-income college bound students, who are new 

to the option of college, need the advice and guidance of specialists who are fluent in the college 

going process” (Damico, 2015, p. 151). Additionally, the location of low-income students’ 

schools creates gaps in their resources and places the students at more of a disadvantage 

academically (Barnes & Slate, 2010; Cashin, 2005; Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Marina & Holmes, 

2009; Damico, 2016). In order to overcome the hardships and challenges faced by low-income 

students in some regions, the students may benefit from intervention programs that target and 

serve their needs as they seek access to college. 

Black Belt 

In Alabama, the following counties comprise the Black Belt (Zekeri, 2003): Barbour, 

Bullock, Butler, Choctaw, Crenshaw, Dallas, Greene, Hale, Lowndes, Macon, Marengo, 

Montgomery, Perry, Pickens, Pike, Russell, Sumter, and Wilcox. Characteristics of the Black 

Belt can provide a better picture of the landscape of the area and the importance of having a pre-

college program available for some of its students. The Black Belt region of the southern United 

States was defined as counties where Blacks outnumbered Whites (Washington, 1965). 

Presently, the Black Belt is defined as a social and demographic crescent of southern geography 

that contains a concentration of African Americans (Wimberly, 1993). The Upward Bound 

Program researched is located within this region. African Americans in the South are two times 

poorer than Caucasians (Harris & Zimmerman, 2003). African American families in the Black 
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Belt have the largest poverty expansion within the nation, which has been historically dominated 

by the plantation-slave economy (Harris & Zimmerman, 2003). The counties traditionally 

included in the Black Belt area of Alabama are highlighted in bright red in the map below (The 

Rural Blog, 2014). 

  
 

The majority of the counties in this area are among those categorized by the United States 

Department of Agriculture as counties of persistent poverty (Zekeri, 2003).  Persistent poverty as 

described by the Economic Research Service “has defined counties as being persistently poor if 

20 percent or more of their populations were living in poverty over the last 30 years (measured 

by the 1980, 1990, and 2000 decennial censuses and 2007-11 ACS 5-year estimates)” 

(Geography of Poverty, 2017, paragraph 5). Persistent poverty counties are largely in the coastal 

plain and highlands regions of the South (Beale, 1996). In two-thirds of all counties with 
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persistent high poverty, the high incidence reflects conditions of a minority population (Beale, 

1996). 

Within the Black Belt, Greene and Pickens counties are among some of the poorest in our 

nation (Alabama Data Poverty Sheet, 2016). Since Greene and Pickens County students 

participate in the Upward Bound Program examined, information highlighting their conditions 

provides insight about some of the challenges the students face. Although Tuscaloosa County is 

not in the Black Belt area, its proximity to the other two counties and its participation in the 

Upward Bound Program researched are significant for this study. In 2016, the state of Alabama 

was the fourth poorest state in the country (Alabama Data Poverty Sheet, 2016). Greene county 

is 55% below the national median household income level of $58,891, while Tuscaloosa is 20% 

below and Pickens county is 46% below the national median (U.S. Census Bureau: American 

Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, 2010-2014). The frequency and severity of poverty in 

these Black Belt areas make it an optimal case for research (Zekeri, 2003). The plethora of 

deficiencies that exists within these areas may be positively enhanced and improved through the 

implementation of pre-college academic programs. Educational data indicate that more than 90% 

of the Black Belt population, which comprises some areas of West Alabama, is low-income and 

potentially first-generation (U.S. Census Bureau Quickfacts, 2011). Data from the government 

since 2002 have continuously shown the vast academic differences between lower 

socioeconomic students and those who are more affluent (Payne, 2013). From the previous 

descriptions of the conditions of these counties in the Black Belt area, the children in these areas 

endure a number of academic challenges, yet they still persevere to overcome the predicaments 

they may face at home, in the community, and at school.  
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Upward Bound 

In an effort to decrease low-income and first-generation students’ struggles, Upward 

Bound, a pre-college program, may be a key to help unlock opportunities that might have been 

previously unavailable to students in specific Black Belt areas. Upward Bound is an educational 

outreach program that prepares students for college entry. The traditional Upward Bound 

Program serves high school students who are low-income and/or first-generation (Purpose, 

2016). Upward Bound’s main objective is to improve the frequency that its participants graduate 

from high school and enroll in and graduate from college (Purpose, 2016). The program provides 

high school students with cultural and educational opportunities and assistance in exploring their 

potential for academic, social, and personal growth. Participation in the Upward Bound Program 

is open to students who have finished the eighth grade but have not entered the twelfth grade, 

and exhibit an academic need for support (Eligibility, 2009). Two-thirds of these students must 

also be both low-income and first-generation (Eligibility, 2009). Upward Bound strives to 

improve the academic performance and motivational levels of students, so they may complete 

secondary school and successfully pursue a postsecondary educational program, succeeding with 

the least amount of difficulty (Purpose, 2016).  In 2017, there were 956 programs awarded with 

funding of $312,052,710 to serve 70,001 students (Funding status, 2017). The Upward Bound 

Program is committed to continuous improvement to establish and maintain high quality 

program services that grant equal access and academic excellence to all students served (TRIO 

Upward Bound, n.d.). The program strives to have a positive effect on decreasing the opportunity 

gap for underserved students.      

Currently, there are 28 Upward Bound Programs available at various colleges, 

universities, and centers in the state of Alabama (Awards, 2017). Some of these institutions 
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either are located or provide services to students located in the Black Belt areas of the state. The 

specific Upward Bound Program used for this research is located at Stillman College, which is a 

liberal arts college located in Alabama. It was given authorization, held its first classes, and was 

chartered as a legal corporation by the State of Alabama in the latter parts of the 1800’s (History, 

2009). The institution was established by a minister who saw a need for the community (History, 

2009). Stillman College has only one federally funded Upward Bound Program located on its 

campus. The program started in the mid-60s and presently serves several counties in Alabama. 

This program is also one of the longest running programs in the state. The program works in 

partnership with teachers, counselors, and parents to promote the desired results, find accessible 

learning resources, and confront possible risks of failing.  Services are provided to 132 

participants with funding from the Department of Education (Upward Bound, 2014). The 

Stillman College Upward Bound Program has been a part of TRIO for over fifty years. One of 

the Black Belt counties the Upward Bound Program at Stillman College serves is Greene 

County, which has the state’s highest rate of children under 18 who live below the poverty level 

at 61% (US Census Bureau: Factfinder, 2014).  Explorations of the program were made to gain 

insight about how Black Belt residents’ participation in the program help to develop college 

readiness skills, which could aid students’ successful pursuit and completion of a college degree 

as it relates to the opportunity gap.  

Background and Rationale for the Study 

Reports reveal that first-generation, minority, and low-income students usually do not 

have the resources essential for attending college, which hinders their efforts to even attempt to 

seek a college degree (Dyce, Albold, & Long, 2013). Due to circumstances such as “poor 

academic preparation, lack of resources, poverty, and systemic and institutional barriers, the 
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educational attainment gaps are widening between the nation’s underserved students (first-

generation, low-income, and students of color) and other students” (Dyce, Albold, & Long, 

2013, p. 153). Estimates declare only 12 percent of low-income students will graduate from 

college by the time they are 24 compared to 73 percent of their more affluent peers at the same 

age (Engle & O’Brien, n.d.). Even though these youth may test as well as their higher-income 

peers, they still have fewer chances for college access or completion (CFA Staff, 2017). 

TRIO Programs 

There are numerous programs used to assist these students with overcoming some of the 

obstacles they face in their quest to complete secondary school and pursue postsecondary 

education. One example is the TRIO Programs, which develop a variety of service provisions for 

students from middle school through college (Gullatt & Jan, 2003). TRIO began as a 

revolutionary effort by President Lyndon Johnson’s “War on Poverty” (Garson, n.d.). Due to 

Johnson’s endeavors through his administration’s Great Society program, the Economic 

Opportunity Act of 1964 (EOA) originated to assist low-income citizens by smoothing the 

progress of their ability to bring themselves out of the poverty that seemed to control their lives. 

Another objective was to enhance the function of our government in education development 

(Miller, n.d.). Through the efforts of EOA in offering job skills preparation, adult education, and 

financing for small businesses, unemployment and poverty declined. The Office of Economic 

Opportunity was expected to train members of communities with adequate skills for gainful 

employment within the country’s changing market (Miller, n.d.). EOA deemed all citizens, even 

the poor, should be able to obtain the opportunity for a better life through enhanced abilities, 

education, and diligent effort. Though funding was continuously unsatisfactory, EOA still 

provided hope for those individuals who had little to look forward to at that time.  
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Despite the insufficient funding, still efforts were made through various programs to aid 

students with their education. The Upward Bound Program is designed to help students gain the 

“skills and motivation necessary for success beyond high school among low-income and 

potential first-generation college students and veterans” (TRIO Upward Bound, n.d.). Upward 

Bound was the first Federal TRIO Program initiated by the amended Economic Opportunity Act 

of 1964 (Federal TRiO Programs 50th Anniversary Fact Sheet, 2014). Upward Bound (UB) was 

later joined by Talent Search (TS) and Student Support Services (SSS) to develop the trio of 

programs offered through the federal government that were devised to cultivate improved 

educational opportunity and completion for its students (Federal TRiO Programs 50th 

Anniversary Fact Sheet, 2014). Over the years, the TRIO Programs continued to grow and 

progressed to offer more services to more students in need. The Higher Education Amendments 

of 1972 and 1976 entailed the Educational Opportunity Centers and Training Program for 

Federal TRIO Programs. Amendments in 1986 and 1990 authorized the Ronald E. McNair Post-

Baccalaureate Achievement Program and the Upward Bound Math and Science Program. 

Finally, the Omnibus Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2001 approved the Student Support 

Services Program to allow the use of program finances for economic aid, known as Grant Aid, 

for active SSS students who obtain Federal Pell Grants (History, 2011).  

The TRIO Program explored in this study and obtained the most focus is Upward Bound. 

The main objective of the Upward Bound Program is to enhance these students’ academic 

accomplishment and extents of motivation in order to help them complete high school and have a 

productive pursuit of postsecondary education. Some of the general program requirements 

include completion of 8th grade, students ages 13-19, and either low-income or first-generation 

(TRIO Upward Bound, n.d.). One purpose of the Upward Bound Program is to provide academic 
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tutoring in reading, writing, study skills, mathematics, science, social studies, and other content 

areas to at-risk students (Purpose, 2016). Students who participate in Upward Bound Programs 

are usually those who come from families with low-incomes, minority backgrounds, or limited 

English proficiency (McElroy & Armesto, 1998). Regardless of their backgrounds, Upward 

Bound students are capable of performing well academically in high school and going on to 

graduate from college. Although there are factors that may hinder the students’ progress, they 

can still achieve the upward mobility and opportunity they desire by gaining more connections to 

the resources needed to access postsecondary options. 

In spite of the endeavors of EOA and remarkable growth in college admissions at 

postsecondary institutions, students continue to have difficulties with staying in college and 

graduating. Members of low-income, African American, Hispanic, and Native American 

communities persist as inadequately represented populations at colleges and universities (Reese, 

2008; Paulino, 2015). A cause for these continual differences could be a result of the established 

methods for modifying postsecondary entrance requirements. Some schools are utilizing 

techniques concentrated very limitedly on the matter of postsecondary admissions and not 

considering the measures needed to develop academically, socially, and psychologically adjusted 

students who are equipped to access and thrive in higher education. Thus, programs, like TRIO, 

are designed to supplement school-based learning. TRIO Programs furnish a security network for 

numerous students who lack the extent of educational and communal assistance within their 

present academic setting to cultivate college readiness (TRIO, n.d.). 

Parental and Community Influence 

In addition to the academic obstacles students deal with, most low-income students do 

not have a parent who has a college degree (Payne, 2007).  Due to the students being first-
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generation, some of them face difficulties in various areas. An informational barrier for students 

in terms of taking the courses in high school that would prepare them for college, accessing 

financial aid, and navigating the college admissions process are a manifestation of some of their 

deficiencies in college readiness (Seftor, Arif & Schirm, 2009). It is important for parents to be 

able to be models and to provide informational sources to their children. Eighty-two percent of 

students whose parents have a bachelor’s degree enrolled in college immediately after high 

school, compared with 54 percent of students whose parents have only a high school diploma 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2001). The difference in support and information these students 

receive from their parents because of their educational achievement or lack thereof creates more 

of an opportunity gap for potential first-generation college students, yet they may still have the 

encouragement from their parents to traverse the difficult path to college. 

Besides the informational disparity, Jun and William (1999) indicate neighborhoods in 

which children grow up provide different signals and supports for their social and cultural 

identity as well. The experiences of youths growing up in an urban environment determine the 

ways in which local youths develop and mold their senses of identity (Jun & William, 1999). 

Thus, it is important for counselors, educators, and administrators to realize that attention to the 

community and household needs is critical to the students’ education, growth, and advancement.  

As these students benefit from some of their environmental and family supports, they can 

look forward to achieving their academic goals. The U.S. Department of Education (2007) 

reports that earning a degree can help with gaining a better income. For full-time workers ages 

25 to 34, median earnings are 64 percent higher for men with bachelor’s degrees than for men 

with high school diplomas, and 68 percent higher for women with bachelor’s degrees than for 

women with high school diplomas (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). These differences 
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increase with age, as earnings rise more rapidly with work experience among college-educated 

workers than among workers without a college degree. In addition to the economic benefits of a 

college education, individuals who complete college tend to have a greater civic orientation and 

are more likely to vote and assume leadership roles in their communities (Seftor, Arif, & Schirm, 

2009). These economic and civic benefits further demonstrate the need for programs such as 

Upward Bound, which strives to assist students with overcoming academic barriers in order to 

gain college entry. 

Problem Statement 

As early as the late nineteenth century, the need for students to become well prepared for 

college admissions developed as a matter of concern. High schools did not adequately prepare 

students with the knowledge and/or ability to apply to and successfully complete a program of 

postsecondary education. At this time, schools known as “academies” or “preparatory schools” 

generally “described themselves as “advanced or even terminal educational institutions” (Thelin, 

p. 97). These schools sought not only to prepare students for college admissions, but also to 

impart guidance for living. These benefits continuously progressed into the twentieth century and 

are now available through schools and programs such as TRIO. TRIO Programs are 

characterized by their services integrated into the higher education establishment, formation of 

methods and guidance to cultivate individuals’ financial autonomy, and concentration on low-

income and first-generation students’ ability to gain a postsecondary degree (TRIO, n.d.). 

Although the main goal is to assist students with completing high school and entering a 

postsecondary institution, many of the endeavors and activities provided by TRIO Programs also 

aid their participants in attaining life skills that will benefit them educationally, personally, 

culturally, and socially (Moore, 1996).  
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 TRIO’s efforts have been able to assist many students, but the schools served by their 

programs continue to struggle. Over the years, students at high-poverty high schools have 

experienced higher dropout rates than similar students at middle and upper-income high schools, 

reducing the likelihood of high school completion and postsecondary enrollment (Seftor, Arif, & 

Schirm, 2009). Although many students have academic potential and are required by law to 

attend school until age 17, schools in the counties served by the Upward Bound Program  

researched experience dropout rates as high as 17% (Alabama State Department of Education, 

2015). In fact, the dropout rates of potential first-generation college students within these areas 

are somewhat higher than the national and state dropout rates (Alabama State Department of 

Education, 2015). Alabama is one of the top four states with the lowest graduation rates. The 

dropout rates for the counties served by one of the Upward Bound Programs are Greene County 

with 11.2% at their only high school, Pickens County with an average dropout rate of 15.7% 

among its three high schools, and Tuscaloosa County with an average combined dropout rate of 

14.85% among its five high schools (2009-2010 Graduation Rates-AYP).  

Attending a high-poverty high school is particularly an obstacle for high school 

completion among African Americans (Seftor, Arif & Schirm, 2009). Society as a whole suffers 

when children are poor (Harris and Zimmerman, 2003). Various ways that poverty affects 

communities include, but are not limited to, schools providing more services to students who fail 

a grade; the increased cost of care from hospitals, insurance companies, and social services for 

children with disabilities; and businesses suffering when these children do not have the career 

and reading skills necessary to perform efficiently (Sherman, 1997; Harris & Zimmerman, 

2003).  
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  Upward Bound staff and teachers offer weekly, academic assistance for students by 

visiting their high schools, providing tutoring, and building mentoring bonds throughout the 

school year (Gullatt & Jan, 2003). They also extend services during the summer through a six-

week academic component. “The ability of Upward Bound to provide a set of services 

comparable to the college preparation programs enjoyed by more advantaged students has 

significantly impacted the program’s success” (Gullatt & Jan, 2003, p. 22-23). A better quality 

and prepared student may lead to greater chances of success in accessing and completing college. 

Research has shown that higher percentages of minorities who participate in programs that 

encourage college entry actually attend college as opposed to those who do not participate in 

such programs (Farrell, 1987; Hoffman, 2003; Rodriguez, 2003; Smith, 1997). Upward Bound is 

one such program that may be an answer to the some of the problems for low-income and first-

generation because its services aid with the skills building and academic aptitudes needed to 

attend college. Therefore, this study seeks to gain knowledge about whether and possibly how a 

particular Upward Bound Program aids its students in overcoming the challenges they face with 

regard to the opportunity gap as they seek access to college. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to investigate how former students’ Upward 

Bound experiences may have influenced their high school completion and college readiness to 

bridge the opportunity gap. Students, who are also known as participants, in the Upward Bound 

Programs often participate in various activities to increase their repertoire by taking advantage of 

the many opportunities the program offers. The following are prime examples of activities these 

programs have implemented: (a) college visits, (b) career days, (c) field trips to museums and 

plays, (d) leadership conferences, (e) admissions and financial aid workshops, (f) summer bridge 
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programs, and (g) job shadowing (Activities, n.d.). The US Department of Education (2016) 

indicates that the average cost per participant in 2015 was $4,293 to serve a student in Upward 

Bound during the academic and summer components.  The Upward Bound Program also offers 

classes/tutorials that are part of the high school curriculum (Coverdale, 2009). With the funding 

and activities provided to assist Upward Bound students, the goal of decreasing the opportunity 

gap for low-income and first-generation students might have a better chance of achievement. 

In addition to the struggles in high school that low-income and first-generation students 

face, they also have to deal with the lack of information for and about college since many of their 

parents do not have the knowledge about the college-going process. Also, based on the 

neighborhoods where the students live and the low-performing schools they attend, minority 

low-income and first-generation students may have more difficulties accessing the information, 

gaining the skills, and having the role models that would be beneficial to their entry into college.  

Therefore, Upward Bound has focused and continues to emphasize not only on the academic 

curriculum, but also on successful preparation for college entrance examinations to ensure 

greater opportunities for underrepresented students (Jun & William, 1999). There are various 

assumptions that many African American youths do not test as well as their white and Asian 

counterparts on the college entry examinations (College access and admission, n.d.). Despite the 

plethora of circumstances of their participants, the Upward Bound Programs place a strong focus 

on preparing students for college assessment tests, improving study skills, increasing self-

confidence, and decreasing academic weaknesses (Purpose, 2016). 

Due to the academic difficulties encountered by many students, the continuation of TRIO 

Programs and others persists because students who do not receive services from pre-college 

programs continue to drop out of the academic process.  Statistics show that only 53% of high 
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school graduates advance to college and merely 35% of those graduate with credentials (History, 

2011).  Some obstacles that may hinder a student from graduating from high school and going on 

to college include insufficient academic guidance, low-income background, anxiety about 

uncharted territory, or presumed incompetence (Swail & Perna, n.d.).  These distressing 

obstacles persist until the end of postsecondary matriculation.  In addition to the fundamental 

significance, postsecondary education has developed as a growing prerequisite for adolescents as 

numerous careers entail some postsecondary education.  The U.S. Chamber of Commerce asserts 

that the job market has transformed considerably, requiring that all students finish secondary 

school gaining a primary array of academic aptitudes essential for higher education and high-

income professions. Upward Bound may be able to assist in this area by helping its students gain 

the skills necessary for high school graduation and college entry. 

By addressing the following research questions, the researcher will be able to make 

determinations about how the Upward Bound Program at Stillman College prepares its 

participants to graduate from high school and be ready for college as it relates to the opportunity 

gap in the Black Belt area. 

Research Questions 

1. How do the services offered by the Upward Bound Program influence the development 

of the college readiness skills of its participants? 

2. How do the participants perceive their experience in the Upward Bound Program 

increased or decreased their development of college readiness skills? 

3. How does participation in the program shape students’ pursuit of and acceptance into 

college? 
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4. How does participation in the program connect the opportunity gap from high school to 

college for students in specific areas of the Black Belt? 

Significance of the Study 

Low-income and first-generation students have difficulties gaining access to college, 

leading to a gap in their enrollment at postsecondary institutions (Opportunity Gap, n.d.; Patrick, 

2015; Paulino, 2015). To help alleviate this hurdle, TRIO Programs were designed to assist 

students from low-income, first-generation backgrounds or those with a disability. These 

programs were an effort to bridge the gap of students not only being prepared, but also having 

greater access to enter college. If eligible students begin in Upward Bound or Talent Search 

during their high school years, they will be able to gain skills and partake in activities and 

experiences to assist them with matriculating well in college. Once the students enter college, 

they can also participate in the Student Support Services Program to aid their orientation, 

transition, and incorporation into the campus. Students’ participation in TRIO may help them 

with access to more financial assistance to aid their ability to afford college. There are also the 

college tours, various educational workshops, personal and group counseling, college credits, 

cultural trips and exposure that assist TRIO students in being better prepared for college and 

being more likely to be retained until degree completion (Activities, n.d.). All of these combined 

experiences aid with the ability of the student not to allow their family background or economic 

circumstance hinder their academic pursuits and progress. The academic, social, cultural, and 

personal experiences students are afforded with TRIO Programs can possibly assist with the 

opportunity gap to higher education.  

However, overwhelming proportions of students who do not receive additional academic 

intervention services continue to drop out of high school, and consequently decrease the 
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likelihood of obtaining a college diploma or certificate (TRIO, n.d.).  Many students face certain 

factors that can prevent them from achieving postsecondary education. These factors were 

associated with students’ demographic characteristics, especially in terms of ethnicity, gender, 

and socio-economic status (Jun & Williams, 1999). Students who match these conditions are 

generally at the greatest risk of failure or drop out, and consequently, would benefit the most 

from TRIO Programs (Jun & Williams, 1999). These are the following affiliated risk factors that 

increase the likelihood of drop-out: students whose families are in the lowest socio-economic 

status quartile, single-parent families, students with older siblings who dropped out of high 

school, students with average grades of C’s or lower, students who are recent immigrants to the 

United States, and students reading at or below grade level (Jun & William, 1999). Regrettably, 

a number of those who do not complete high school also indicate an insignificant education and 

inadequate support group as reasons in their choice to withdraw. These obstacles frequently 

affect a student’s capability to finish secondary school and enter into a program of higher 

education. Therefore, the insights gained from this qualitative study will add to the dialogue 

about practices that can aid the opportunity gap through the college preparatory program 

Upward Bound. 

Chapter Summary 

After examining the description of minority low-income and first-generation students 

who reside in Greene and Pickens counties of the Black Belt area of Alabama and Tuscaloosa 

County, this dissertation seeks to shed light on the struggles these students face as they 

matriculate through high school. The insights provided show the significance of how poverty, 

location of the community, parental influence, and lack of college access impacts students who 

are served by the Stillman College Upward Bound Program and how they overcome the 
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obstacles they face associated with the opportunity gap. Based on the importance of assisting 

Students of Color from low-income and first-generation backgrounds, this dissertation focuses 

on how former Upward Bound students used the program to gain the college readiness skills 

necessary to gain college entry.
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CHAPTER 2 

 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The goal of pre-college programs is to encourage college entry, especially for students 

who may be unlikely to enter (Federal TRIO Programs, 2013).  These programs assume an array 

of functions and assist a diverse group of students.  Some college preparatory programs 

concentrate on developing scholastic inclination, whereas another may devote its efforts towards 

college entrance or financial assistance.  A number of these programs incorporate family 

members and mentors, and others integrate cultivation for service or leisure interests.  The size 

and financing of pre-college programs may also vary from large, federally funded programs to 

smaller, community-based programs.  Despite the fact that college preparatory programs seem to 

be as distinctive as the students they support, every one of them is comparable through the 

mutual principle of training each student for an extensive selection of educational opportunities, 

in addition to college (Swail & Perna, n.d.).  Chapter 2 provides further insights gained from the 

review of the literature through the examination of the opportunity gap, college readiness, 

college preparatory programs, and the conceptual framework. 

Opportunity Gap 

With the ever-changing needs and demands of higher education, there is always 

something new that has to be addressed to assist students in getting into college, persisting 

through college, and completing their degree. The opportunity gap is no different in this aspect 
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because it brings about yet another challenge faced by the secondary and postsecondary 

education fields. Opportunity gap is defined as “the ways in which race, ethnicity, 

socioeconomic status, English proficiency, community wealth, familial situations, or other 

factors contribute to or perpetuate lower educational aspirations, achievement, and attainment for 

certain groups of students” (Opportunity Gap, n.d., “Closely related to,” para. 1). The 

opportunity gap is regarded as the inputs and can have a range of variations. They include, but 

are not limited to inadequate financial resources, prejudice against minorities, parents with no 

college degree, lack of Internet access, and many others (Opportunity Gap, n.d.; Opportunity 

Gap, 2016). All of these different forms can contribute to the student’s lower educational success 

and completion. Secondary and higher education personnel must do whatever is possible in order 

to decrease this gap by using various activities, programs, and resources to assist these students.  

Various discussions in the political, social, and educational arenas have consistently 

revolved around the disparities and challenges children living in poverty face as compared to 

their more advantaged peers (Kezar, 2010; Payne, 2013; Zekeri, 2003). Poverty is “the extent to 

which an individual does without resources” (Payne, 2013, p. 7). Poverty not only encompasses 

the lack of financial means, but also shortfalls in other resources. Additional sources that may be 

deficient include, but are not limited to emotional, physical, support system, relationship, and 

language (Payne, 2013). Many of these issues faced by students in lower socioeconomic levels 

also stem from the lack of educational opportunities available in their schools and communities 

(Paulino, 2015). Some rural schools are more isolated and may not be able to extend the type of 

diverse educational opportunities accessible to students in bigger more affluent schools. Rural 
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students have more difficulties accessing libraries, cultural institutions, museums, internships, 

and other educational opportunities due to the non-existence of the establishments in the 

community, their institutions are too far away, or no affordable public transportation is available 

(Opportunity gap, n.d.). These resources perform an integral function in a student’s achievement 

that is so lacking in certain geographical areas (Payne, 2013). People living in poverty in the 

United States have a tendency to be located in specific regions, counties, and neighborhoods as 

opposed to being distributed equally across the country (Geography of poverty, 2017). Research 

indicates that people living in these areas experience obstacles that go further than their personal 

conditions, which include “poor housing and health conditions, higher crime and school dropout 

rates, as well as employment dislocations” (Geography of poverty, 2017, paragraph 1). Thus, the 

residents in these high poverty areas have inadequate options due to their insufficient economic 

circumstances. With a majority of students coming from low-income backgrounds, the need to 

have more interventions in place for them is paramount (Suitts, Barba, & Dunn, 2015). 

During the early years of colleges in the United States, only one elite group of students 

attended, but presently the intention is for all students to pursue a college education (Krei & 

Rosenbaum, 2001; Rasinski, Ingels, Rock, & Pollack, 1993; Thelin, 2004). With this expectancy 

also comes the need to assist these students with gaining college entry. The demand to find ways 

to advocate for underrepresented students with guidance to access and obtain post-secondary 

degrees is extensive (McKillip, Rawls, & Barry, 2012). One way this preparation could be 

achieved is through high school counselors; however, such a task can be daunting considering all 

of the other responsibilities that have been placed on the counselors in addition to high student-

to-counselor ratios (McKillip, Rawls, & Barry, 2012; Gonzalez, Stoner, & Jovel, 2003; Joyce Ivy 

Foundation, 2008, 2009). The American School Counselor Association suggests that schools 
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attempt to retain a 250:1 student-to-counselor ratio (State-by-State Student-to-Counselor Ratio 

Report, n.d.). However, many schools have much higher ratios, which can hinder the resources 

students need to be successful throughout high school (National Association for College 

Admission Counseling, n.d.). Other research also concludes that schools would do a greater job 

assisting their students with college entry if the students begin the process during the ninth grade 

(McDonough, 1997). Additionally, it was found that insufficient college resources are available 

within the schools ranging from actual college materials to simply shared information from staff 

to students (Cooper & Lion, 2007; Perna, Rowan, Thomas, Bell, Anderson, & Li, 2008). All of 

these insufficiencies within the schools yield to the need for outside resources being available to 

help these students gain the knowledge, information, and skills needed to pursue postsecondary 

education.  

 The gap for college entry between certain groups of students continues because the 

distribution of college information is varied and relaxed (Reese, 2008). This gap limits college 

access and attendance for minority students, low-income students, and potential first-generation 

students. A number of programs have been set in place by the government and others to assist 

these students. The Higher Education Act of 1965 in Title I granted one of the most substantial 

pre-college programs organized to increase access for underrepresented communities. Students 

traditionally have had numerous obstacles gaining access to education on all levels. Even now,     

the educational system is stratified with European-Americans and/or middle-class students 

acquiring a first-rate, college-tracked curriculum while a less rigorous program is extended to 

others (Reese, 2008). In addition, some educators have a lack of expectancy concerning minority 

students, and little regard is given to the concerns related to being a first-generation student
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(Jackson, 1988). The difference in these curricula and low expectations propitiate the persisting 

necessity for college access programs, like TRIO. 

Other differences from the opportunity gap involve the exposure and sources provided 

from classroom supplies, books, educational trips, technology, and qualified teachers (Patrick, 

2015). These differences are not only limited to the classroom, but also limited within the 

students’ communities, homes, and lives in the outside world. Although tests and assessments 

based on the white middle-class culture are used for all students, these measurements fail to take 

into account the diverse culture and behaviors of minorities and those from low-income 

backgrounds, which could expand the opportunities for them to be successful (Patrick, 2015). 

“Unfortunately, the educational system’s definition of success only furthers this gap between 

privileged and underprivileged groups” (Paulino, 2015). 

During the K-12 years, there is a possible approach that could positively affect the 

opportunity gap (Saguaro Seminar, 2016). Researchers believed that enhancing K-12 core 

curriculum through after-school activities and clubs, student support, and tutorials could equalize 

opportunity for underprivileged students (Saguaro Seminar, 2016). Additionally, pre-college 

programs might be a part of the interventions used to address the growing opportunity gap. 

Through continued creativity, innovations, and approaches from educators in all educational 

sectors, this issue could be greatly diminished.   

Although some intercessions have been set in place for students who struggle 

academically, the efforts must continue. In spite of the advancement in the academic 

accomplishment of minorities, there persists a considerable gap between the academic 

preparation of white and minority students (Jackson, 1988). This gap leads to more difficulties 

for underrepresented students in the areas of awareness and access to college resources due to 
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having impoverished/failing schools, curricula, and teachers. In an effort to close this gap, more 

work has to be done by those who have the capabilities and resources to address the growing 

needs of secondary students who have the desire to complete a postsecondary degree. These 

students need more access to and participation in activities or programs related to college 

(Jackson, 1988). Adding access to and participation in a college-related program to a student’s 

repertoire can increase the chances of their success from high school to college. These students 

have to be better educated inside and outside of the classroom. If students have better 

preparation, they can have greater chances of success in accessing and completing college. 

Research has shown that higher percentages of minorities who participate in programs that 

encourage college entry actually attend college as opposed to those who do not participate in 

such programs (Farrell, 1987; Hoffman, 2003; Rodriguez, 2003; Smith, 1997). However, it is not 

simply the program participation that aids these students; they also must be educated about the 

self-control and selflessness involved in attaining personal success (Jackson, 1988). They have to 

be equipped in order to take control of the various options available to them. 

Access to Higher Education  

From the very beginning of higher education, faculty members have always had to play a 

significant role in the lives of the students attending college. In loco parentis was the norm 

during those times; faculty stayed with students on campus and served in absence of the 

students’ parents (Thelin, 2004). This practice was an effort to help students acclimate to college 

life and gain the discipline needed to stay on track with their studies. These efforts were a way to 

assist students who were not college ready. The focus of the curriculum was on the classics. The 

Yale Report of 1828 aligned with this notion that the classics were the best way to teach students 

in order for them to progress at their fullest potential (Kern, n.d.). Although in the beginning 
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college catered to the elite white male and prepared him for ministry, as times progressed factors 

changed. The movement in higher education sought to address a more diverse student 

population, especially with the incorporation of women, minorities, and military personnel into 

the college student body. Pre-college programs were formed to aid a wide array of these students 

in reaching their maximum achievement in their pursuit of higher education. 

One of the motivations for the change in higher education started at the end of the World 

Wars. The women had taken over the job market because most of the men had been gone to fight 

in the wars. Upon the soldiers’ return to the United States, the GI Bill assisted these men to be 

able to financially access the higher education system. Women were also ready to take their 

rightful place in colleges since they had been able to perform well while the men had departed to 

fight in wars (History of higher education, 2008). It was no longer feasible for only elite white 

males to have access to higher education; it had to open up and be available for the diverse 

population of the country (Anderson, 2003). The Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890 made it possible 

for land grant colleges and HBCU’s also to enter into the higher education scene (Thelin, 2004). 

These colleges made it more accessible for Blacks and those in rural areas to gain a college 

education. This also allowed the states to gain some financial assistance from selling the land to 

be able to build these colleges for agriculture and mechanics. Access to college was more 

prevalent from the period of the GI Bill enactment in 1944 until the Higher Education Act of 

1965 because of the government aid provided to some students (Kimball, 2011). Both the GI Bill 

and National Defense Education Act of 1958 boosted enrollments for college (Kimball, 2011). 

As time progressed, the government began to use access programs less as a reward, but as a 

means to reallocate economic affluence to lower socioeconomic groups (Kimball, 2011). The 

Higher Education Act of 1972 further aided the efforts of access programs to assist even more 
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low-income individuals (Kimball, 2011). Though there have been gains experienced over the 

years, the entire education system still continuously has to make changes and improvements to 

alleviate the opportunity gap in the ways it makes college more accessible, affordable, and 

accountable. 

One way to continue these strides begins in high school; the student’s curriculum should 

be of high academic intensity and high quality (Adelman, 1999). However, this level of intensity 

and quality cannot always be achieved because these students also attend high schools that are 

poorly funded and staffed and do not meet state mandates (Murnane, 2007). Research has shown 

that despite race or socioeconomic status, students who complete rigorous curricula in high 

school are more likely to complete a four-year degree (Adelman, 1999). 

Students can be assisted even more with being prepared and having the proper 

information about college in various aspects through directed intervention endeavors focused on 

first-generation students before and during college (Tym, McMillion, Barone, & Webster, 2004). 

Effective support interventions affirm and assist students with realizing that their academic 

progress is achieved through their individual effort as well as the assistance from these programs 

(Gullatt & Jan, 2003). When students are exposed to taking college courses on a college campus 

through college preparatory programs, these programs provide hope to the students that they can 

be successful on the postsecondary level (Gullatt & Jan, 2003). The services furnished by 

outreach programs consist of “direct services to students and families that provide information 

and assistance in college admissions; motivational activities that include mentoring, college 

visits, and advocacy; academic enrichment and support, including tutoring, study groups, 

instruction in college preparation subject matter and college entrance exam preparation; and 

counseling and advising” (Gullatt & Jan, 2003, pp. 3-4). While this list is not a complete list of 
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the types of services provided by these programs, it does provide a glimpse of the numerous 

areas that can be enhanced for the students in their quest to pursue a postsecondary education.       

Collaborations  

One way to address accessibility is through partnerships made available for low-income, 

first-generation students in relation to the opportunity gap. As the need to increase student 

success from secondary to postsecondary continues, dual enrollment programs have been 

developed in many school districts. Dual enrollment programs are different from typical AP and 

IB courses in that they are programs involving a collaboration between a school or district and a 

local college or university (Cassidy, Keating, & Young, n.d.). Students may begin taking courses 

as early as the 10th grade, if they meet the criteria for admission. Pre-college programs can 

improve their students’ college readiness by strengthening their academic skills through tutoring 

and collaborating with the counselors at each high school to aid access to these dual enrollment 

programs for eligible participants. 

 The research performed by Allen and Dadger (2012) about the City University of New 

York’s College Now program proposes that finishing one or more College Now dual enrollment 

courses led to positive and substantial improvements including receiving more credits during the 

first semester of college and a higher college GPA. These improvements are promising for pre-

college programs to increase students’ participation in dual enrollment programs to aid their 

transition from high school to college and improve retention until degree completion. It has been 

proven in Florida and New York City that participating in dual enrollment results in positive 

outcomes of  “enrollment in college, persistence to the second semester, higher GPA, and 

attainment of more credits within three years of high school graduation for…students” (Allen & 

Dadger, 2012, p.15). Dual enrollment program participation directly relates to increasing the rate 
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that students complete high school and enroll in and graduate from college (US Dept. of 

Education, 2016). 

 In Allen and Dadger’s (2012) quasi-experimental research design, a difference in 

differences approach was used to make stronger analysis of the effect of the College Now 

program on dual enrollment outcomes. Due to the method utilized in the study, the researchers 

claimed that College Now boosts credit attainment and enhances college GPA (Allen & Dadger, 

2012). The College Now program not only may decrease the time it takes students to complete 

their degree, but also increase credit completion once students have begun college. The results 

further promote the need for programs to work with their partner high schools to increase the 

number of eligible students to enroll in dual enrollment courses, consequently aiding their 

students’ college readiness. 

 In an effort to maintain the collaboration between secondary and postsecondary 

education, the relationship with the K-12 system has to be continually improved and 

strengthened in order for our education system to sustain itself at a better rate. Colleges and 

universities can offer more dual enrollment programs for high school students to better prepare 

them for college-level work and improve their ability to complete college in a timely manner. 

More and more students are entering college without the necessary skills to perform at the 

postsecondary level. Thus, there is a need for more remedial classes, which delay the students’ 

timeline to graduate. The constantly changing stipulations and benchmarks placed on the K-12 

system also stagnate the way some teachers may deliver material to the students and in turn 

affects what and how the students learn (Payne, 2013). This weakness travels on into the higher 

education level and hinders the low-income student who may not have had the resources at 

his/her school to overcome this barrier. It is a possibility that there may not have been any extra 
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tutoring, technology, or parental assistance available in the rural, low-income areas to assist 

students in their academic journey (Opportunity Gap, n.d.; Opportunity Gap, 2016). Higher 

education plays a role in helping the K-12 system by offering college students as tutors and 

mentors, being a sponsor to various schools in their community and offering technology access, 

and providing the education for future teachers to be more capable of teaching students, despite 

the constraints that can be placed on them. The communication with school administrators and 

college tours through pre-college programs may be beneficial to aid students’ transition from 

high school to college. It all comes down to the effort being made by all three parties to remain 

in contact with each other so better outcomes can be made possible for the students in their 

attempts to address the opportunity gap. 

Community colleges allow many students who would not otherwise be able to afford 

college to attend. Students’ access to higher education has been greatly impacted by community 

colleges due to the close proximity to students’ homes and the availability of online programs 

offered. Townsend (2001) discusses the importance and benefits of reverse transfer and 

articulation agreements between community colleges and four-year institutions. She suggests 

that some students benefit more from reverse transfer because they are able to have smaller 

classes at a community college and get more one-on-one assistance than at larger four-year 

institutions. These benefits increase their completion rates and ability to perform better 

academically. Additionally, community colleges have moved away from increased student loan 

borrowing, making it more affordable for students to attend and not default on loans they cannot 

afford to pay back in the future. Community colleges offer more majors geared toward industry 

and trades, and they provide the basic educational courses a student will need when he/she 

chooses to transfer (Bailey, & Karp, 2003). The four-year institutions can build upon what 
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students have learned from the community college and lead them to successful completion of a 

bachelor’s degree.  Although faculty at community colleges do not feel they are looked upon 

with as much prestige as faculty at four-year institutions, they should not let that deter them from 

providing the best instruction to their students (Townsend, 2001).  

Despite the growing efforts made by institutions of secondary and higher education, 

educational outreach services, like those provided by pre-college programs, still remain needed. 

The reality persists that schools continue to fall short and students slip through overlooked and 

inadequately educated. With the continued persistence and practices of the education system and 

pre-college programs working together, access to the possibilities afforded by postsecondary 

education may be able to create pathways for many underrepresented groups in the United 

States. 

Finances and other resources 

 Students continue to face the hardships of affording college. Though the Spellings 

Commission (2006) brought financial aid to the national spotlight, there are still obstacles to 

college affordability. Presently, students have more access to grants, loans, and work-study than 

in the past, but sometimes the financial resources are not enough. More financial literacy also has 

to be taught to students in an effort to keep students from over-borrowing and help them develop 

a plan for repayment upon graduation (Destin, & Oyserman, 2009). The job market has 

improved, but educators have to ensure students are capable of performing in their positions in 

order to keep them. When students are better prepared for their careers, they attain greater 

financial stability, which leads to less loan default. The plans in several states that offer tuition 

assistance are also a great way to help students access college and make it economical. 
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The increase of technology use in higher education has been beneficial to some students 

who may not otherwise have access to a college campus (Kruger, 2000). Community colleges, 

colleges, and universities that offer online programs need to stay abreast of the technological 

advances that can assist them with making their students feel as connected as though they were 

on-campus. Providing asynchronous and synchronous learning opportunities assist students with 

learning more from and about the technology-driven world in which we live. Online programs 

are still responsible for bridging the gap for students as if they were on-campus students. They 

can offer online counseling, orientations, connection to various services on campus, and an array 

of other features to enhance their learning experience.  The goal remains to assist the student to 

the best of the campus’ ability whether students are online, university campus, or at a community 

college. Various educational opportunities can be offered in a variety of ways in the higher 

education area that will help alleviate challenges of the opportunity gap faced by low-income 

students.  

Financial resources, academic skills, and technological advances may not ensure access 

and success for first-generation college students because they also need psychological resources 

as well as the affirmation that students with similar backgrounds deserve to attend college 

(Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014). A study was conducted and discovered that the focus of 

most educational reforms was on curriculum and pedagogy-- what is taught and how it is taught 

(Dweck, Walton, & Cohen, 2011). In their pursuit of educational reform, they found that the 

psychology of the student was missing. This missing factor may also influence the students’ 

capabilities, which have an effect on other areas and their pursuit of postsecondary education. 

One of the areas affecting students is their non-cognitive influence. Non-cognitive factors 

are a person’s emotional, psychological, and social attributes, such as attitudes, habits, and skills. 
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The non-cognitive factors are distinct from a person’s intellect, but significantly influence 

him/her; and when combined with cognitive factors, non-cognitive factors are a predictor of a 

person’s future success and stability (Heckman, 2008). “While the nature of the relationships and 

various pathways between academic behaviors and other non-cognitive factors is not yet entirely 

clear, the connection between academic behaviors and academic performance is strong” 

(Farrington et al, 2012). The non-cognitive umbrella encompasses a wide range of social, 

emotional, and psychological skills along with academic competencies. Typically, this non-

cognitive umbrella is what helps motivates students. Students feel and experience adversity and 

anxiety in and out of school, ultimately affecting their mental processes and causes other 

consequences for learning. Sometimes, educators can do a very small thing for a student to make 

a big difference in that student’s life and learning.  

The non-cognitive factors that promote long-term learning and achievement can be 

brought together under the label of academic tenacity (Dweck, Walton, & Cohen, 2011). Dweck, 

Walton, and Cohen’s (2011) rationale is that academic tenacity, at its fundamental level, is about 

working hard and working smart for a long time. Thus, academic tenacity is about the mindsets 

and skills that allow students to believe in themselves and their ability. Students’ belief in their 

ability to be successful in any task can be fragile; however, if their mindset can be shaped, then 

their intellectual ability is not limited. A sense of self-efficacy can be created that will give them 

the strength needed to confront challenges. Studies have shown that students with positive 

academic mindsets work harder, engage in more productive academic behaviors, and persevere 

to overcome obstacles to success (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2005; Farrington, et. al., 

2012; Jun & Terney, 1999; Ostrove & Long, 2007).  Students with negative mindsets about 

school or themselves are likely to give up easily when they encounter difficulty (Payne, 2013).  
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In addition to developing non-cognitive skills, peer mentoring can also be beneficial to 

students by offering them a sense of social belonging, which may allow the students to rise 

above the concerns of the moment and link to long-term student motivation and school success 

(Gurin, Nada, & Zuniga, (2013). Students often want a favorable social appearance. Self-

regulatory skills, those that allow students to rise above the distractions and temptations of the 

moment, can be instilled through mentors. When students perform below a positive social level, 

other students can encourage them to stay on task, and navigate all obstacles to obtain academic 

success. Pre-college program staff also could provide on-going dialogue with students to assist 

them in understanding the intricacies of how college works and help them become aware of the 

psychological resources available to confront background-specific obstacles they will encounter 

to improve their academic performance (Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Hsiao, 1992). Building non-

cognitive skills and peer mentoring can work together to assist students with their educational 

pursuits as it pertains to the opportunity gap.  

Many historical and current events and aspects have been looked to in order to help 

ameliorate the opportunity gap. For this effort to be more effective, considerations of the access 

to higher education, collaborations, and finances and other resources were presented to clarify 

approaches that could be beneficial. The insights gained from this research will hopefully 

provide more information to educators on the secondary and postsecondary levels about what 

low-income and/or first-generation students need to enroll in and graduate from college, which 

could also influence the opportunity gap. 

College Readiness 

There has been great emphasis placed on college access and completion for students who 

have been underrepresented in postsecondary education by focusing on improving college 
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readiness; America’s goal is clear in its desire that all students should finish high school ready to 

attend college or go into the workforce (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.).  Yet, difficulties 

remain in preparing some students to be college ready once they graduate from high school. 

College readiness is defined “as the level of preparation a student needs in order to enroll and 

succeed without remediation in a credit-bearing general education course at a postsecondary 

institution that offers a baccalaureate degree or transfer to a baccalaureate program” (Conley, 

2007, p. 5).  Marginalized students encounter distinct hardships relating to higher education 

access and completion (Duncheon, 2015). These hardships are why it is important to have 

services and programs available to these students in order to create paths for their success in 

getting into and through college.  

Throughout history, poverty has always been an issue for all types of people in various 

areas. Many people offer much debate about how to define poverty because it entails more than 

just income or financial adversities. Some researchers propose that poverty also involves 

deficiencies in health and capabilities like information and education (Sen, 1995; Tilly, 2007; 

Murnane, 2007). “Poverty is defined as a deprival in capacity” according to Sen (1995). 

Destitution affects nearly every facet of family life and outcomes for youths (Engle & Black, 

2008). Poverty plays an intricate role in educational attainment, which is actually one of the main 

ways to break away from impoverishment. The impacts of poverty reach even to school 

readiness for children. School preparedness has been acknowledged as performing a distinctive 

function in evading from poverty (Engle & Black, 2008). Hence, the hardships faced due to 

poverty have a broad effect on a plethora of areas in the lives of many students.  

 The impact that poverty has on children has far reaching effects. Poverty might inhibit 

effective adjustment to progressive tasks like academic attainment (Engle & Black, 2008). The 
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children living in poverty are even more at risk for academic and social issues and poor health, 

all of which directly affect their educational achievement. “School readiness is critical to later 

academic achievement because differences on school entry have long-term consequences” 

(Engle & Black, 2008, p. 244). Researchers theorize that nearly all of impoverished students who 

begin school with academic deficits are unable to reduce the readiness gap as they progress 

through school (Bruneforth, 2006; Murnane, 2007; Lee & Burkman, 2002). This readiness gap 

leads to an increased chance that these students will drop out before graduating (Murnane, 2007).  

 Families also play a major role in the lives of children from low-income households. 

Family members impart the cultural and educational values for children, which aid their ability 

to adjust to societal expectations and opportunities (Repetti, Taylor, & Seeman, 2002). Since the 

families have limited education past high school, they are unable to provide an environment that 

promotes learning on a broader scale (Coleman, 1990). The various behaviors of low-income 

families lead to deficits in their children’s linguistics, reading comprehension, social 

competence, and emotional development (Hart & Risley, 1995; Steinberg, Elmen, & Mounts, 

1989; Pfannenstiel, Seitz, & Zigler, 2002; Snow, Burns, & Griggin, 1998). The direct effects of 

poverty impact students’ education and development by amplifying risk factors and restricting 

safeguarding factors and prospects for motivation and development (Engle & Black, 2008).  

 Not only do family influences, but also those from their community affect the children. 

Their families usually reside in low-income areas typically with high population, misconduct, 

and few prospects for scholarly socialization (Engle & Black, 2008). The schools in these areas 

are also impoverished because they do not have access to accommodations afforded to better-

funded schools. These schools often have many disciplinary problems and poorly trained 

teachers or are understaffed and are, therefore, unable to meet their state’s mandates (Murnane, 
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2007). All of these characteristics play an integral role in the students’ development and 

academic performance. 

 In an effort to improve the development and educational outcomes of students from low-

income backgrounds, intervention procedures are required to deliver positive environments and 

empower children and families to create models of enriching interactions all through students’ 

educational journey (Engle & Black, 2008). Economic solutions are not enough to change the 

limitations and developmental disruptions caused by poverty. Though there is no magic solution 

for all students and backgrounds, the interventions and programs provided through government, 

private, and personal entities could benefit the students with receiving educational opportunities 

that may be able to enhance their skills and improve their academic outcomes. 

 In common with the difficulties of low-income backgrounds, first-generation students are 

also more likely not to finish a college degree due to delayed enrollment, part-time status, and/or 

working full-time jobs (Tym, McMillion, Barone, & Webster, 2004). “Research indicates that 

students whose parents did not attend college are more likely than their non first-generation 

counterparts to be less academically prepared for college, to have less knowledge of how to 

apply for college and financial assistance, and to have more difficulty in acclimating themselves 

to college once they enroll” (Tym, McMillion, Barone, & Webster, 2004, p. 1). Multiple 

obstacles are faced by first-generation students, which include, but are not limited to, less 

academic preparation, limited access to college information, conflicting obligations, false 

expectations, insufficient information about financial aid, and limited or no preparation or 

support from family and others (A Shared Agenda, 2004; Hsiao, 1992; Thayer, 2000). Many 

times, first-generation college students are restricted by being assigned to vocational, technical, 

and/or remedial courses, which hinders their ability to transfer to four-year schools (Striplin, 
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1999). Despite all of these obstacles, the students’ inspiration to attend college is a purposeful 

endeavor to expand their social, economic, and occupational status (Ayala & Striplen, 2002). If 

first-generation students are willing to take the chance to pursue college, then secondary and 

postsecondary administrators and others should set even more interventions in place to help them 

succeed.  

First-generation college students usually lack the skills and tools for a successful 

transition from high school to college. In fact, college students who do not have at least one 

college graduate parent earn lower grades and achievement than students who do have at least 

one college graduate parent (Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014). Inadequacies due to the 

opportunity gap must be identified and addressed in order to better serve those disadvantaged 

students in their transition to college.  

Reading Comprehension 

 Students from first-generation, low-income backgrounds often read below their grade 

levels, and among those who can read, they often fail to comprehend the text (Echevarria & 

Graves, 2007). Comprehension is an important factor for any content area whether it is 

mathematics, science, language arts, or social studies. Therefore, effective tutoring strategies 

have to be implemented for students who may have difficulties to matriculate through high 

school with a better academic foundation, which will prepare them for college and eventually to 

enroll in a postsecondary institution.  

A popular strategy that has made noticeable impact on standardized reading 

comprehension performance among those students with poor comprehension is reciprocal 

teaching. Reciprocal teaching, based on Vygotsky’s theory of the fundamental role of social 

interaction for cognitive development, is a method of reading instruction intended to improve 
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comprehension in children (and young adults) who can decode, but who experience difficulty 

understanding text (Lysynchuk, Pressley, & Vye, 1990). This method encourages learners’ “self-

directed prediction of what information might occur in the text, clarification of information not 

completely understood as text is read, generation of questions about text content, and 

summarization of material covered” (Lysynchuk, Pressley, & Vye, p.469).  The goal is to 

emphasize the reciprocal teaching that will improve poor learners’ reading comprehension skills 

so that they are able to apply this strategy to all content areas. The reciprocal teaching strategies 

from this study could be incorporated in reading, writing, mathematics, science, and other core 

subjects offered by intervention programs. These efforts could increase confidence among poor 

learners that will motivate them to finish high school and increase their college readiness to 

enroll in postsecondary institutions.  

Bridge Programs 

The task of grooming low-income, first-generation students to complete high school 

while preparing them for college cannot be addressed by any single intervention because socio-

economic factors play major roles in whether they will enroll in postsecondary institutions and 

graduate or not. Since many underrepresented students are first-generation, the practice of 

introducing parents and students to the usual risks of the college environment is remarkably 

valuable (Murphy, Gaughan, Hume, & Moore Jr., 2010). Summer Bridge is one such program 

for underrepresented students intended to facilitate transition from high school to college and 

support postsecondary success by providing them with academic skills and social resources 

needed to succeed in academia. The Summer Bridge program at Georgia Tech has two 

components: (a) the academic component of the Challenge Program, which “includes short 

courses in calculus, chemistry, computer science, and English composition” and (b) the social 
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component of the Challenge Program that focuses on “the complexities of academic life” by 

incorporating and integrating “family members into the students’ academic support network” 

(Murphy et.al., 2010, p. 74, 75). Using the services provided by the Summer Bridge helps 

students and parents with common concerns (tuition, FAFSA, housing arrangement, food plans, 

co-ed visitation, etc.) among underrepresented students to enroll in and complete a program of 

postsecondary education. 

The Challenge bridge program purports to cultivate a student’s authentic academic 

prospects for success by including classes, examinations, and study experiences similar to a true 

college experience and also inform parents of probable academic and social obstacles they may 

encounter as a student transitions from high school to college (Murphy et.al., 2010). The 

endeavors of this program incorporated strategies to increase the likelihood that students will 

complete high school and be better prepared for postsecondary education and degree attainment 

that proved to increase the students’ positive outcome at Georgia Tech.   

Academic Tutoring 

Another purpose of pre-college programs is to provide academic tutoring in reading, 

writing, study skills, mathematics, science, social studies, and other content areas to at-risk 

students (Purpose, 2016). Program staff assessing the students’ skills appears to be influential in 

improving academic learning and success in students (Hummel, 1969; Braxton, Hirschy, & 

McClendon, 2005; Hsiao, 1992). For example, by simply teaching students how to manage their 

time, such programs can increase on-time graduation rates, student involvement, and academic 

achievement. Students of all backgrounds may benefit from skills assessments because the 

implementation has clear variables that align with an academic curriculum and increases the 

likelihood that they complete high school and enroll in a postsecondary institution.  
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As a result, the goal is to provide effective academic tutoring programs for students to aid 

their success. Some students read below their grade levels, and among those who can read, they 

often fail to comprehend the text (Echevarria & Graves, 2007). Students are unable to understand 

the information, combine the information with past comprehension, construct rational 

interpretations for the text, or remember those interpretations when needed (Wijekumar, Meyer, 

and Lei, 2012). Moreover, the task becomes more demanding when they read nonfiction texts, 

which require them to inform and explain in a certain order. Comprehension is an important 

factor for any content area whether it is mathematics, science, language arts, or social studies; 

therefore, effective tutoring strategies have to be implemented for those at-risk students to 

matriculate through high school with a better academic foundation and later enroll in a 

postsecondary institution.  

Structure strategy explicitly teaches students how to follow the logical structure in 

nonfiction through strategic use of knowledge about text structures (Wijekumar, Meyer, and Lei, 

2012). “The three basic tenets of the structure strategy are the signaling words that focus the 

readers’ attention to the text structure organizing the reading passage, then using the text 

structure to strategically organize the ideas in the passage and create a main idea, and finally 

creating a well organized mental representation and recall of the text using the structure” 

(Wijekumar, Meyer, & Lei, 2012, p.989). These important steps are part of the comprehension 

process that low-income, potential first-generation, and limited English proficient students from 

disadvantaged groups are unable to utilize while reading in science, mathematics, social studies, 

or other core content areas. Assisting students with developing how to use structures to increase 

comprehension and learning to organize their writing from the comprehended knowledge will 
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not only help at-potential students complete secondary education, but will also instill confidence 

and prepare them for the postsecondary level thus affecting the opportunity gap.  

 In addition to the comprehension gained from the structure strategy, first-generation 

college students also need psychological support. Otherwise, they can experience inevitable 

hardships. They may feel left out or unaccepted among their peers (Housel & Harvey, 2009; 

Johnson, Richeson, & Finkel, 2011; Ostrove & Long, 2007). Their lack of knowledge to select a 

major, find an internship, or build a resume leads some of these students to experience 

psychological issues (Reay, Crozier & Clayton, 2009). First-generation students must be 

educated about their backgrounds and why they are important. They must be taught how their 

different backgrounds matter (Denson, 2009; Gurin & Nagda, 2006; Gurin, Nadga, & Zuniga, 

2013; Milem, Chang, & Antonio, 2005). Some research encouraged students from different 

backgrounds to learn how important social differences, such as race, ethnicity, gender, social 

class, and sexual preference, can impact students’ own and others’ experiences and opportunities 

in college and in life (Gurin, Nadga, & Zuniga, 2013). Overall, this approach prepares students to 

accept diversity, improve social skills, and prepare for college responsibilities. The intention of 

helping students learn more about who they are was to empower students and not to stigmatize 

them (Stephens, Hamedani, and Destin, 2014). The aim is to emphasize that all backgrounds 

have strengths and weaknesses, however with the proper support and strategies, students can 

gain the skills needed to be successful in college. 

Similarly, the difference-education intervention provides successful outcomes (Stephens, 

et al., 2014). First-generation students performed better academically. They are more college and 

career ready. They gain the confidence level to feel that their diverse backgrounds do matter, and 
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that people like them can achieve success despite various circumstances. First-generation college 

students gain the knowledge and skills to help themselves and their future generations.  

 Although research has proven a need to support first-generation students, they generally 

lack resources for successful college education (Trent, Orr, Ranis, & Holdaway, 2007). College 

access programs can provide strategies to stimulate the knowledge, access to, and pursuit of 

college entry. The students’ non-cognitive factors are also barriers that prevent first-generation 

students’ academic success. Students must learn that their diverse backgrounds can shape their 

college experiences. The outcome is two-fold: (a) people’s different backgrounds matter, and (b) 

people with backgrounds “like mine” can succeed (Stephens et al, 2014). “Although college 

readiness involves non-cognitive elements, it is typically measured based on indicators of 

academic performance” (Duncheon, 2015, p. 11). Though measurements of college readiness can 

provide some insight, there still is no overall agreement about how it can be fully measured 

accurately (Duncheon, 2015).  

The approaches of improving students’ non-cognitive factors, structure strategies, 

psychological support, and resources can provide new methods to support retention and 

graduation efforts as well as help students feel more adjusted and supported throughout their 

academic careers. College access programs strive to equip students with the social capital they 

need in order to enroll in college (Perna, 2002). “To develop this social capital, programs 

generally provide a series of interventions that emphasize not only academic preparation, but the 

development of attitudes and beliefs about college that will result in a positive college enrollment 

outcome” (Gullatt & Jan, 2003, p. 5). Whether working with first-generation or low-income 

students, college preparatory programs’ ability to influence the development of academic, social, 

personal, and cultural factors will help to better serve students and meet their particular needs, as 
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well as make an impact on the opportunity gap. The approaches discussed in this section can 

serve to strengthen the endeavors offered by college preparatory programs to incite students’ 

college readiness as it connects emphasis on the opportunity gap. 

College Preparatory Programs 

Proponents from every part of society should be involved in the process to enhance the 

college enrollment and college graduation progression for our most underprivileged students 

(Payne, 2007). Student accomplishment remains a consideration for elementary, secondary, and 

higher branches of education due to their obligation for fostering scholastic ability in each 

student. However, achievement can only eventually ensue based on the capability of the students 

and their families to tackle disparities that influence the development of knowledge and 

possibilities for all individuals (Payne, 2013). 

In reaction to the distress students face, politicians have reviewed contemporary methods 

to advance the growth of knowledge for students. The goal of pre-college programs is to 

encourage college entry, especially for students who may be unlikely to enter (Swail, & Perna, 

n.d.). These programs assume an array of functions and assist a diverse group of students (Reese, 

2008). Some college preparatory programs concentrate on developing scholastic inclination, 

whereas another may devote its efforts towards college entrance or financial assistance. A 

number of these programs incorporate family members and mentors, and others integrate 

cultivation for service or leisure interests (Seftor, Arif, & Allen, 2009). The size and financing of 

pre-college programs may also vary from large, federally funded programs to smaller 

community-based programs. Despite the fact that college preparatory programs seem to be as 

distinctive as the students they support, the common thread among every one of them is the 
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mutual principle of training each student for an extensive selection of postsecondary 

opportunities, in addition to college (Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014). 

The Higher Education Act’s (HEA) principal preparatory measures for student assistance 

operate as the federal TRIO Programs and the Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for 

Undergraduate Programs (GEAR UP). The TRIO Programs consist of Upward Bound (UB), 

Upward Bound Math and Science (UBMS), Talent Search (TS), Veterans Upward Bound 

(VUB), Educational Opportunity Centers (EOC), Student Support Services (SSS), and the 

Ronald E. McNair Post-Baccalaureate Achievement Program (What is TRIO, n.d.). Customarily, 

these programs offer impoverished students with supportive activities to facilitate high school 

completion and, college entrance and persistence (U.S. Department of Education, 2008). Over 

the years, the TRIO Programs have grown and progressed to offer more services to more 

students in need (Wolanin, 1996). The Higher Education Amendments of 1972 and 1976 entailed 

the Educational Opportunity Centers and Training Program for Federal TRIO Programs. 

Amendments in 1986 and 1990 authorized the Ronald E. McNair Post-Baccalaureate 

Achievement Program and the Upward Bound Math and Science Program. Finally, the Omnibus 

Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2001 approved the Student Support Services Program to 

allow the use of program finances for economic aid, known as Grant Aid, for active SSS students 

who obtain Federal Pell Grants (History, 2011). 

The HEA proceeded as legislation authorized into declaration on November 8, 1965 to 

intensify the academic initiatives of institutions of higher learning and grant economic benefits 

for undergraduates in colleges and universities (Higher Education Act of 1965). The HEA 

established grants, loans, and other strategies to facilitate students’ abilities to gain access to 

postsecondary education. The Talent Search Program, which was previously named Contracts to 



 

 

50

Encourage the Full Utilization of Educational Talent, also originated in the HEA (Higher 

Education Act of 1965). Every TRIO Program currently functions through the revised act. The 

presidency’s recommendations for multiplying and enhancing educational sources for colleges 

and universities and awarding economic support to undergraduates commenced on January 19, 

1965, as proposals, H.R. 3220 and H.R. 3221, within the House of Representatives and Senate as 

S.600. The subcommittee also received recommendations from student aid officers, professors, 

and administrators through informal meetings and correspondence. The Higher Education Act of 

1965 regained approval in 1968, 1972, 1976, 1980, 1986, 1992 and 1998 (Higher Education Act, 

1998 Higher Education Act Amendments 20 USC CHAPTER 28). The legislature modified 

supplementary programs, replaced the discourse and guidelines of current programs, or 

completed additional modifications prior to every recertification (Higher Education Act of 1965). 

As policies progressed, Title IV, which initiated the policies for student assistance and 

the TRIO Programs, occurred as possibly the most substantial designation of the HEA. Presently, 

countless citizens agonize that higher education assesses tuition at unreasonable costs. In the 

past, Americans also experienced these same fears. For numerous households, past and present, 

affording their child’s college education requires funding comparable to acquiring another 

mortgage for their home. Due to the Educational Opportunity Grants and TRIO Programs, Part A 

of Title IV aspired to offer distinct groups of students support throughout their pursuit of 

postsecondary education (Cervantes et al., 2005). 

In spite of remarkable growth in college admissions at postsecondary institutions, even 

now disparities continue between individuals who attend and eventually graduate (Anderson, 

2003). Members of low-income, African American, Hispanic, and Native American communities 

persist as inadequately represented populations at colleges and universities (Martinez, 2003; 
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Farmer-Hinton, 2008). “The documentation of social class differences in students’ college choice 

processes, college attendance rates, and the types of colleges they attend, is replete with evidence 

showing that EEC, [economically and educationally challenged], students are less likely to attend 

college and more likely to attend a less selective institution when they do enroll in college than 

are more advantaged students” (College access and admission, n.d., p. 29). Thus, programs like 

TRIO were designed to supplement school-based learning and help increase college access. 

TRIO Programs furnish a security network to cultivate college readiness for numerous students 

who lack the extent of educational and communal assistance within their present academic 

setting (History of the Federal TRIO Programs, 2011). 

Pre-college programs usually use the Upward Bound design for intervention as their 

frame of reference (Gullatt & Jan, 2003). Although these programs vary in the way they render 

their services, the main focal point is to serve the students regardless of their varying situations. 

The goal is to offer a student with high potential but inadequate resources with the assistance 

needed to achieve his/her individual academic aspirations, including postsecondary admission 

and matriculation (Gullatt & Jan, 2003). The ten standards classified by researchers as essential 

principles of practice for thriving academic development programs include K-12/program 

alliances, school/culture connection for students, vital principles for students and staff, guidance 

on scholarships, adult mentors, purposefully arranged mediations, individualized assistance 

designed for students, assessment strategies that provide outcomes to interventions, 

encouragement from fellow classmates, and continuous commitment to students (Perna & Swail, 

2001; Gandara, 2001). In order to be more successful, students from underprivileged 

backgrounds participating in these programs should take advantage of getting the needed 

information to equip them for college, partake in the valuable learning tasks, and take classes in a 
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rigorous curriculum.  In an effort “to develop these skills and gain this exposure, educationally 

and economically disadvantaged students face a complicated set of challenges in their homes, 

communities, and schools which can limit their opportunity to engage in curriculum that builds 

their intellectual capacity” (Gullatt & Jan, 2003, p. 23). Pre-college programs are in place as a 

way to alleviate some of these obstacles.  

One study about TRIO Programs as explained by Martinez (2003) utilizes data from a 

larger case study and open-ended dialogues with four Latino students who participated in the 

TRIO Program, Student Support Services.  Five themes transpire from this study: parent 

involvement, low expectations, transition to college life, support services making a difference, 

and role models. Excerpts of the students’ interviews provide understanding of how these themes 

became apparent and how the Student Support Services Program aided their transition to college 

life.  The interviewees discuss the educational inadequacies and lack of college information they 

received in high school that made it more difficult for them to adapt effectively into college 

academics without the aid of this program, what seems to be an overarching message from all of 

these case studies.  The study concludes that the research participants felt the program offered 

the necessary services and interventions to aid their college completion (Martinez, 2003).  

Similar to the previous studies, this case study further affirms the need and success of 

educational opportunity programs to benefit low-income, first-generation minority students who 

require additional support of academic services and advice to gain access to and complete 

postsecondary education. 

In addition, Jehangir’s (2008) multiple case study is structured around the topics of 

identity, community, and agency.  The Multicultural Learning Voices Community (MLVC) is 

designed to assist students in the TRIO Program Student Support Services (SSS) to matriculate 
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resourcefully throughout their first year of college.  Data were collected using reflective writing 

prompts completed once a week in order to depict students’ awareness of their learning 

experience as it occurred (Jehangir, 2008).  The inclusion of various students’ excerpts 

stimulates understanding of the emerging themes using MLVC within the SSS Program.  It is 

evident through the discussion of the multiple themes throughout the case study that students 

struggle to feel comfortable academically, personally, and socially during their transition to 

college.  By utilizing the support of SSS with the aid of MLVC, these students were able to 

adjust their perceived fears, weaknesses, and incompetence so they could succeed in their new 

learning environments. The detailed descriptions within this case study further facilitate the 

ability to comprehend the implications of Jehangir’s (2008) research. The goal to produce a 

learning space that permits students and teachers to explore, analyze, and navigate multifaceted 

matters both from disciplinary standpoints and within encounters they lived through is presented 

in a way to demonstrate the efficacy of this program (Jehangir, 2008). 

TRIO Programs are not the only platforms that provide access to college. A descriptive 

single case study was used by Thompson & Ongaga (2011) to “explore factors that support and 

constrain student and teacher development and success within” Hudson Early College High 

School (HECHS) in North Carolina (p. 43).  This school was a part of the Early College High 

School Initiative (ECHSI) initiated by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation.  ECHSI schools 

were developed as small learning communities in order to enable closer student/teacher 

interaction, which will hopefully incite increased academic performance and readiness for 

college entrance (Thompson & Ongaga, 2011).  The focus of Thompson & Ongaga’s (2011) 

study examines the perceptions of the students and instructors as they related to a standard of 
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care provided within the school that could either sustain or restrain the acquirement of 

knowledge and instruction. 

The use of interviews and focus groups of individual teachers and sets of students 

establishes the unit of analysis for the HECHS case study.  Although the research is delineated as 

a qualitative case study, the authors still state, “our intent is not to make definitive, generalizable 

statements regarding early college high schools” (Thompson & Ongaga, p. 45).  However, in 

qualitative case study research, the gathered information need not be generalized to other 

populations, but transferable. Due to the clear and detailed information provided about the 

demographics of the school, the interviews, and focus groups, the case study aids in its 

transferability of knowledge to other similar programs. Clarity is gained about what the 

researcher was presenting and how it was offered.  Through the excerpts from the students and 

teachers’ interviews, it is evident that the school enabled a caring, learning atmosphere that was 

conducive to the general purpose of the smaller school environment.  Although the students felt 

encouraged to excel, there are some limitations noted concerning the heterogeneity of the 

teachers.  One student discusses how there was a lack of connection with teachers due to their 

inability to understand his language, persona, and way of life.  This limitation felt by the student 

could lead to his unsuccessful academic pursuits in secondary and postsecondary education.     

Nevertheless, the teachers and students convey that HECHS was a constructive and 

considerate environment that helped students feel strengthened personally and academically 

(Thompson & Ongaga, 2011). Despite all of the innovative efforts presented by this school, 

some students still had concerns about whether they would fulfill requirements at various 

universities based on their academics even with the improvements the students made in the 
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program (Thompson & Ongaga, 2011). Overall, the HECHS study provides valuable insight and 

concern about the efficacy of this college preparatory school.   

Additionally, focus on a college preparatory school, Glenn Hills College Prep (GHCP) in 

Chicago, Illinois is described by Farmer-Hinton (2008).  One of the first statements that is 

unexpected refers to the postsecondary guidance imbalance for minority students being the 

“civil-rights issue of our time” (Farmer-Hinton, p. 73).  There are many who believe college 

preparation should be something that is fought for in order to promote the equal access of all 

students to higher education.  Although this is the belief for some people, the consideration of the 

notion that the need for college preparatory programs is similar to a civil rights concern as it is 

presented within this study is unanticipated.  The main objective of Farmer-Hinton (2008) is to 

expand the discussion about how to establish schools to groom students of color for 

postsecondary education. This study also incorporates the use of staff interviews and student 

focus groups as its mode of analysis. Additionally, the author gathers data from another mixed 

methods case study in order to examine the efficiency of GHCP’s stated purpose and actual 

performance. The themes derived from the data and transcription of interviews indicate what the 

study sought to explore. The implications are concise and offer ideas that other schools, like 

GHCP, may utilize in order to fulfill their mission as well. The supports and programs in place 

within the school from the study afforded its students access to college opportunities, so they 

could break the cycle of “generational disadvantage” (Farmer-Hinton, 2008, p. 73). 

Although beginning interventions in middle school could be even more effective, it is still 

not too late once students are in high school. Studies indicate that high school pre-college 

programs can still be valuable (Reese, 2008). A program’s accomplishment or downfall weighs 

on how intensely the curriculum is constructed and the level of collaborations (Reese, 2008). 
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Literature suggests that college access programs implemented in high school ought to 

incorporate a mentor component using college students or graduates, college tours, helping 

students access college applications and financial aid assistance, and some type of activities at a 

postsecondary institution (Grimard & Maddaus, 2004; Jacobsen, 2004). Many of the programs 

through TRIO offer all of these processes. Through the research on various college access 

programs, multiple outcomes, both positive and negative, lend to the need for more emphasized 

studies on the variations and result s of pre-college access programs and their usefulness with 

aiding students gaining entry in postsecondary institutions (Reese, 2008). 

This section has explored the actions of college preparatory programs and their 

connection to the opportunity gap of higher education. These programs have been designed to 

improve academic accomplishment and motivational levels to the degree that students finish high 

school, enter into and complete a program of postsecondary education, and thrive with the least 

amount of difficulty. They are arranged to impart services, such as academic tutoring, guidance, 

advising, cultural development, and other tasks to support each student in achieving success. All 

of the services made available through these programs/schools are designed to enrich the 

students’ college experience and support them in achieving their educational aspirations.  

TRIO’s Origins 

In addition to the strides made by the HEA, President Johnson’s War on Poverty led the 

way for TRIO’s existence into the field of higher education. In 1964, President Johnson signed 

the Economic Opportunity Act (EOA), which included several social programs to promote the 

health, education, and general welfare of disadvantaged people (Le, 2002; Economic 

Opportunity Act of 1964, n.d.). The Office of Economic Opportunity is an agency responsible 

for administering programs in response to the national poverty rate. The Office of Economic 
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Opportunity was formed to create the Economic Opportunity Act, which created the Upward 

Bound Programs (Le, 2002; Economic Opportunity Act of 1964, n.d.). The program lasted for 

six to eight weeks during the summer and then included a follow-up academic component during 

the school year (Le, 2002). During that school year, approximately 4,500 Upward Bound 

participants enrolled in some form of post-secondary educational experience. Ninety percent of 

these students entered a four-year college or university program (Coverdale, 2009). Given the 

effective results of the Upward Bound pilot program, the Office of Economic Opportunity 

decided to make the funding permanent. Guidelines were then developed to apply for funding to 

start new chapters (Coverdale, 2009).  

Once stable support was established, Upward Bound serviced adults and children 

(Economic Opportunity Act of 1964, n.d.; What is TRIO, n.d.). “During the school year, Upward 

Bound staff provide weekly, academic support for program participants through high school 

visits, tutoring and mentoring relationships” (Gullatt & Jan, 2003, p. 21). They also extend 

services during the summer through a six-week academic component. Upward Bound’s capacity 

to offer programs and services similar to the programs afforded to more affluent students has 

substantially influenced the program’s accomplishments (Gullatt & Jan, 2003). President 

Johnson’s initiatives seemed to be having the impact he desired to aid academic achievement.   

Additionally, four other legislative acts ensued using education as the basis to help 

underprivileged citizens move out of poverty. These acts consisted of the Manpower 

Development and Training Act of 1962, the Vocational Education Act of 1963, the Elementary 

and Secondary Education Act of 1965 and the Higher Education Act of 1965 (Encyclopedia, 

2011). Later, in 1965 and 1968 through the Higher Education Act (HEA), Talent Search and 

Special Services for Disadvantaged Students (currently Student Support Services) originated. 
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These two along with Upward Bound became known as the “trio” of programs, which would 

open the gateway for low-income students into postsecondary education. The history of TRIO 

Programs displays their pivotal role in student’s lives gained from the services provided through 

available federal resources. 

TRIO’s perseverance proved unwavering from the sixties to the nineties. However, with 

the continuous change in US Presidents, funding decreased because of budgetary issues, thus 

affecting the capabilities of TRIO Programs and others. Although the crusade never recaptured 

the high ground it had benefitted from with the law's initiation, the programs continued to remain 

relevant (Miller, n.d.). Through the multiple changes placed on EOA programs due to new 

presidential administration and their varying agendas, TRIO programs still managed to continue 

to provide hope and opportunity to members of the impoverished population. In 2012, the 

Department of Education awarded 819 Upward Bound grantees, which served 62,034 students 

(Fiscal Year 2012, 2013).  

TRIO Programs thrive through dedication to serving pupils identified as first-generation 

college student prospects and/or from low-income families or having a diagnosed disability. The 

programs provide tutorials, workshops, and other activities to aid the students’ awareness of 

academic, cultural, educational, and social experiences that may not exist at their schools, within 

their community, or other accessible possibilities. The goal intends to encourage and advocate 

for students from disadvantaged circumstances as they seek higher education completion (What 

is TRIO, n.d.). TRIO Programs provide an array of advantages designed to enhance the potential 

of their students as they endeavor to apply, attend, and complete college.  

Since their inception, federal TRIO Programs have operated as part of the solution to the 

educational barriers of the students they serve (History, 2011). By delivering seven outreach and 
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assistance programs established to encourage and serve students from underprivileged 

environments, TRIO has supplemented education from junior high school into college.  

Continuously from the sixties until now, the TRIO Programs Upward Bound (UB), Talent 

Search (TS), and Student Support Services (SSS) have sought out and benefitted low-income, 

first-generation college students, and students with disabilities to advance through the academic 

passage from secondary to postsecondary programs (What is TRIO, n.d.). Upward Bound and 

Talent Search utilize approaches to retain their students in secondary school and encourage their 

transition to postsecondary education. An incentive of UB includes the potential to receive 

college credit upon graduating from high school by participating in the summer program. Student 

Support Services was organized to specialize in services for adults. The coordination of SSS 

assists college students with obtaining the necessary information, skills, and supports to persist 

and complete postsecondary education and beyond (Federal TRIO Programs, 2013). It is possible 

that without the aid and assistance provided through TRIO Programs, many of the students 

served would not have the knowledge and/or abilities needed to gain entrance into college and 

persist. All of these TRIO Programs operate to achieve success as a bridge to higher education 

for the students they assist.  

The disadvantages faced by a majority of the students in TRIO Programs have an effect 

on their academic and career achievement. With more jobs and postsecondary institutions calling 

for a better-prepared individual, it is a challenge to assist students with reaching these potentials. 

Without federal programs such as TRIO, many students may not get the assistance they need to 

rise above the struggles they face educationally in order to be career ready (McElroy & Armesto, 

1998). Upward Bound serves students in high school and military veterans who only have a 

diploma and meet the criteria for eligibility. “The program’s goal is to increase the rates at which 
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the targeted students enroll in and graduate from postsecondary institutions by providing 

fundamental support such as help with the college admissions process and assistance in 

preparing for college entrance examinations” (McElroy & Armesto, p. 374). Additional services 

include counseling, tutorials, cultural activities, college experiences during the summer, 

mentoring, and an array of other endeavors (McElroy & Armesto, 1998; U.S. Department of 

Education, n.d.). Upward Bound organizes small groups of students, produces performance-

based, quantifiable objectives, and concentrates on reducing obstacles to postsecondary 

education (Gullatt & Jan, 2003). Due to the variety of exposures provided by Upward Bound, 

some researchers have determined with mixed reviews that the program has a positive impact on 

its students’ entrance in college, educational ambitions, postsecondary persistence, and college 

participation (Burkheimer, Riccobono, & Wisenbaker, 1979; Mathematica Policy Research, Inc., 

1997a, 1997b; Young & Exum, 1982). The findings suggest that the more years of participation 

in Upward Bound increase the students’ success in postsecondary education (Young & Exum, 

1982). Studies have shown that students who participate in Upward Bound are four times as 

likely to earn an undergraduate degree as those with similar backgrounds who do not participate 

in TRIO (Gullatt & Jan, 2003).      

 Additionally, it must be noted that there are some hindrances to participation in the 

Upward Bound Program. An important one is the students’ need for employment to help support 

their families, which causes them to drop out of the program quicker or sometimes not even 

apply to the program. There are also some problems with transportation to Upward Bound sites 

and/or family issues. All of these factors influence the effectiveness of the services that could be 

provided to these students. The interventions provided by Upward Bound can possibly have 

positive lifelong effects on the students if they have the chance to participate fully. “If we as a 
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nation are dedicated to closing the gap of educational opportunity between disadvantaged and 

advantaged students, we must direct our efforts toward improving the academic and technical 

skills of our future workforce, decreasing the dropout rates, and assisting students in making a 

smooth transition from high school to the postsecondary educational arena” (McElroy & 

Armesto, 1998, p. 377). TRIO and other college access programs cannot do it alone. 

Collaborations between all stakeholders in the academic and employment areas must work 

together in order to improve the chances of success for today’s youth.     

The exploration of the roots, laws, and actions of TRIO Programs provide insight about 

their connection to accessing higher education. These programs act as a strategy to improve 

academic accomplishment and motivational levels to the degree that students finish high school, 

enter into and complete a program(s) of postsecondary education, and thrive with the least 

amount of difficulty. The programs are arranged to impart services such as academic tutoring, 

guidance, advising, cultural development, and other tasks to support each student in achieving 

success. All of the services made available through TRIO Programs originate to enrich the 

students’ educational experience and support them in achieving their scholastic pursuit of higher 

education and the workforce, which fosters postsecondary access and the fight against poverty. 

Conceptual Framework 

Student development has continuously been a major concern for the field of education. 

Because of this ongoing concern, numerous methods have been utilized as students’ needs 

evolve. These strategies have been developed to encourage and enhance student learning and 

maximize positive student outcomes. In addressing the academic, social, and cultural needs of 

low-income and first-generation students, this qualitative study is based on the theory of 

community cultural wealth by Tara J. Yosso (2005). This theory is a challenge to the deficit-
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based model of cultural capital provided by Pierre Bourdieu (1984, 1986).  

Pierre Bourdieu was influenced by the theories of Karl Marx (Trueman, 2015; Cultural 

Capital, 2016). This influence is evident in his theory of cultural capital. Though it has been 

defined in various ways, cultural capital as described by Bourdieu “consists of familiarity with 

the dominant culture in a society, and especially the ability to understand and use ‘educated’ 

language” (Sullivan, 2002, p. 45). Based on Bourdieu’s (1984, 1986) ideologies, it is assumed 

that students from minority backgrounds are deficient in the cultural capital needed in order to 

succeed academically and socially. However, Yosso (2005) contends that students of color bring 

with them a wealth of capital in the forms of their talents, strengths, and experiences. Yosso 

contends that every type of capital can be utilized to embolden people (Locks, n.d.). This model 

is a framework that can be used from a strength-based outlook, which is opposite of Bourdieu’s 

(1984, 1986) work. Community cultural wealth is defined as “an array of knowledge, skills, 

abilities, and contacts possessed and utilized by communities of color to survive and resist macro 

and micro-forms of oppression” (Yosso, 2005, p. 77).  Yosso’s (2005) theory was formed using 

the critical race theory (CRT), which contests the typical explanations of cultural capital. The 

opinion ensues that people of color do not possess the social and cultural capital necessary for 

progress in society (Yosso, 2005). However, Yosso (2005) posits that minority students are not 

deficit in certain academic and social areas, but rather minority students possess several strengths 

based on the teachings from their families and the communities where they grew up. Yosso’s 

(2005) theory presents a valuable perspective to assess the students’ experiences as they finish 

high school and enter college (Jayakumar, Vue, & Allen, 2013). While Bourdieu’s (1984, 1986) 

work is opposite of Yosso’s (2005), community cultural wealth provides the framework for this 

research to take a strength-based approach in looking at how students from an Upward Bound 
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Program possess and use their assets and knowledge gained from their families and communities 

to graduate from high school and continue into college. 

In order to further understand community cultural wealth, there are six forms of capital to 

consider. Community cultural wealth incorporates six forms of capital that can be applied to 

support educational leaders’ dealings with students: aspirational, linguistic, familial, social, 

navigational, and resistance (Locks, n.d.). Aspirational capital pertains to the students’ capacity 

to preserve their optimism and future aspirations in the face of genuine and perceived obstacles 

(Community cultural wealth, n.d.). First-generation students will aspire to seek and complete a 

college education because they feel that despite the obstacles they face, gaining a postsecondary 

degree is the avenue for financial stability. Linguistic capital deals with the students’ capacity to 

cultivate aptitudes in communication through different experiences (Community cultural wealth, 

n.d.). Some students’ having to serve as an interpreter for their family or the students’ culture of 

storytelling allows those students to have greater capabilities with memorizing information, 

consideration to detail, and vocal tone, etc. (Community cultural wealth, n.d.; Yosso, 2005). 

Familial capital is used to aid students as they traverse to and through college (Community 

cultural wealth, n.d.; Yosso, 2005). Students identify and use relatives and neighbors to improve 

social and personal human resources (Community cultural wealth, n.d.). The social capital 

includes the students’ associations of people and community assets (Yosso, 2005). The 

interactions with friends and others can impart influential and emotional reinforcement to 

traverse through society’s conventions (Yosso, 2005). With navigational capital, students use 

their skills to strategize amongst various social institutions (Community cultural wealth, n.d.; 

Yosso, 2005). This area usually implies the capability to move through institutions that did not 

consider communities of color (Yosso, 2005). Lastly, resistance capital denotes the awareness 
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and aptitudes nurtured through oppositional conduct that confronts inequality (Community 

cultural wealth, n.d.; Yosso, 2005). Resistance capital is based on the heritage of opposition to 

subservience demonstrated by communities of color (Yosso, 2005). An addition to the resistance 

capital is transformative resistance capital, which incorporates cultural awareness about the 

constructions of prejudice and inspiration to alter these repressive constructs (Yosso, 2005). 

Parents of color teach their children how to behave and uphold a certain mindset to contest the 

status quo (Yosso, 2005). Each of these six forms of capital is built upon the other as part of the 

community cultural wealth approach. The figure below provides a depiction of the community 

cultural wealth model (Yosso, 2005). 

Model of Community Cultural Wealth 

 

All six types of capital from this model form the community cultural wealth that cultivates 

individuals of color. The cultural wealth that the former Upward Bound students have gained 

from their families and communities has an effect on the way they view themselves, which 
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influences their academic pursuits and other areas of their lives. The potential of how community 

cultural wealth could impact the Upward Bound students’ perceptions and outlooks may possibly 

help them overcome some of the difficulties associated with the opportunity gap.       

The usefulness of community cultural wealth for this study stems from the outlook of 

considering former Upward Bound students’ advantages and what they already possessed rather 

than the areas that may have been lacking. As opposed to looking at the students who come from 

a low-income or first-generation background as at-risk, Yosso’s (2005) theory provides the lens 

to see the students as at-potential. Some of the students who participate in the Upward Bound 

Program may have heard or seen enough about what they cannot be or do, so they should be 

afforded the opportunity to be visualized as who they are and what they bring with them that can 

lead to their academic and personal success.    

Although community cultural wealth comprises various forms of capital, the education 

system assumes students possess a particular extent of cultural capital, which makes it difficult 

for low-income students to succeed in the education arena (Sullivan, 2002). Yosso (2005) feels 

the education system upholds the status quo through its assumptions about students’ capabilities. 

Some of the educators’ notions then lead to ineffective teaching on all levels of education from 

secondary to postsecondary, which negatively affects students who may be from low-income or 

first-generation backgrounds (Kezar, 2010; Sullivan, 2002; Trueman, 2015).  The presumptions 

made by some administrators in education has structured the way some educational systems have 

sought to help their less advantaged students succeed. Thus, some of these faulty beliefs 

contribute to the continuous difficulties and educational gaps faced by low-income and potential 

first-generation students. By examining the former students’ experiences in the Upward Bound 

Program, the research seeks to discover and understand how participation in the program may 
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shape their access to college and affect the opportunity gap in the Black Belt area. The students 

in Upward Bound may not have been afforded the same opportunities as their more affluent 

peers; however, the community cultural wealth they possess may assist them with overcoming 

the obstacles they face as they seek to enter college. 

Though overcoming the challenges associated with college access is possible, the barriers 

faced by low-income and first-generation students are numerous, nonetheless. However, they are 

not insurmountable. One of the tactics employed by some educational programs to address 

students’ financial, career, and academic issues is individualized counseling. Individualized 

counseling includes, but is not limited to the following components: (a) individual appraisal, (b) 

intrusive advising, (c) counseling, (d) coaching/mentoring, and (e) creating a community among 

students (Payne, 2007; Varney, 2012). The assistance offered by college access programs intends 

to counteract unfavorable school or community effects by supplying students with the missing 

components to aid their aspirations, preparation, and entry into postsecondary schools (Gullatt & 

Jan, 2003). The combination of these services can possibly serve to utilize the community 

cultural wealth that the students already maintain.   

In addition to the counseling services, individual appraisal is “an attempt to accumulate 

and interpret as much information as possible about the student, to provide as much information 

as possible to the student and to the staff, and to promote better understanding of individual 

needs” (Hummel, p. 1). Specifically, some programs conduct structured and unstructured 

interviews, administer a needs assessment instrument, review students’ records, observe 

students’ behavior, and interview faculty and administrators in an attempt to ascertain the 

student’s needs, social support system, psychological profile, academic needs, and role 

expectations, along with their abilities, interests, skills, achievements, and short- and long-term 
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goals (Moore, 1996). Staff may use these measures to assist them in developing ongoing 

intervention strategies specific to the student, which can aid their achievement. 

With the use of the diverse methods the Upward Bound Program has in place, how then 

do they assist their participants in gaining the necessary college readiness skills as it relates to the 

opportunity gap? The answer to the question of what is used is readily available, but how still 

needs to be answered, and this study addresses those explanations. The approach for the study of 

the former Upward Bound students takes a holistic perspective and reflects the growing 

emphasis of looking at the whole person. The Upward Bound staff’s perspective is also 

addressed. This study will view students as a biological, sociological, and psychological beings 

whose values, temperament, talents, and passions help mold them into who they are and who 

they will become through their experiences in the Upward Bound Program. The insights gained 

from this study will possibly help staff members to establish and maintain high levels of service 

while remaining student focused. The use of the community cultural wealth framework is 

examined through the students’ experiences based on their activities, exposures, and interactions 

with the Upward Bound Program. The cultural, social, and academic resources offered by 

Upward Bound participation may influence the students’ ability to overcome some of the barriers 

they face from the opportunity gap. Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth theory’s strength 

for this study will lie in the perceptions it will provide to understanding the students assisted by 

Upward Bound as it seeks to address the opportunity gap. This study hopes to add to the 

literature on college access that is lacking on the “wealth of students’ own communities” as they 

participate in a pre-college program (Jayakumar, Vue, & Allen, 2013, p. 557). 
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Summary 

As described in this literature review, the education field has many possibilities available 

to help alter the opportunity gap between students from high and low-income backgrounds. 

Education personnel who are willing and open to new ideas will help promote the best outcomes 

for students with these circumstances. Educators and administrators cannot allow a student’s 

financial, personal, or educational limitations keep them from accessing higher education. The 

education arena should not depend on what has usually worked to help continue the progress of 

its students. Times and students have continuously changed, making it virtually impossible for 

pre-college programs not to do the same.  With funding and circumstances constantly 

fluctuating, programs like these have to work diligently to provide the activities and services to 

address the issues faced by their students on all levels. The current study was able to discover 

how services from the TRIO program Upward Bound may help lead secondary and higher 

education to a better position in overcoming the plethora of obstacles students face in their quest 

to graduate from high school and gain college entry. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

The disparity in the ability of low-income and first-generation students to gain access to 

college proceeds many other difficulties that students from these backgrounds have to confront 

(Opportunity Gap, n.d.; Patrick, 2015; Paulino, 2015). To help alleviate this hurdle, TRIO 

Programs were designed to assist students from low-income, first- generation backgrounds or 

those with a disability. These programs were an effort to bridge the gap of students not only 

being prepared, but also having greater access to enter college. The present qualitative research 

study concentrated on a specific TRIO Program, Upward Bound, from the viewpoint of former 

students and current staff of the program. Inquiries were made to determine how this Upward 

Bound Program offered the activities, assistance, and experiences to its students that may have 

influenced bridging the opportunity gap in certain counties of the Black Belt area. Chapter 3 

provides information about qualitative research, the study design and research questions, setting, 

participants, researcher positionality, data collection and analysis, trustworthiness, delimitations 

and limitations, and a summary of the chapter. 

Qualitative Research 

Using qualitative research, this study discovered and describes the personal experiences 

of former Upward Bound students and current staff to understand how the Stillman College 

Upward Bound Program assists its students with being college ready. Qualitative research is 

“considered to be interpretive and descriptive studies in which students and settings are not 

usually manipulated by the researcher” (Savenye & Robinson, p. 67). 
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This investigative process explored a specific program to provide a descriptive analysis 

of its outcomes. Due to the researcher’s close association to the particular program of this 

research, the researcher tried to pay even closer attention to the descriptions provided by the 

research participants in order to gain more in-depth insights about their experiences. Since 

researchers have this conflict to deal with, it is the researcher’s responsibility to honestly reflect 

the viewpoints of the participants and not interject personal thoughts and opinions. During the 

interview and data analysis, the researcher did not add to what the research participants stated or 

try to sway any viewpoints reflected, but simply listened and analyzed based upon the responses 

provided. In this manner, the researcher omitted her thoughts and opinions in order to glean the 

true perspectives of each participant.  

Throughout the research process, the researcher did not allow her lenses to be narrowed 

due to her relationships or close association to the research conducted. The researcher sought to 

provide clear, concise investigation and reporting without defiling it with personal views. The 

effect of how words will actually portray the participants in research can make research an even 

more daunting task. The researcher earnestly sought to write in a way that accurately portrayed 

the participants. The researcher’s analysis and descriptions were done with an effort to “[p]ortray 

that humanness, neither disguising it with a hidden agenda of your own, nor overlaying it with 

emphases and highlights that gild---or wound, damage, and denigrate” in order to clearly state 

what the research showed (Glesne, 2010, p. 239). In addition, in being true to qualitative 

research, it was important to perform the member checks and peer reviews, and obtain the 

opinion/reaction of the research supervisor to ensure the writings were not unethical, 

controversial, or false. Conveying the truest meaning of the research so the participants’ voices 

were heard was essential.  
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Through the use of audio recordings, the researcher felt it was important to fully hear and 

see what the participants conveyed through their spoken and non-verbal communication. During 

the transcription phase, the researcher sought to ensure the participants’ words were heard clearly 

in order to honestly represent their meanings. Interview transcriptions greatly influenced how the 

researcher was able to decipher implications for the research. It was not enough to merely report 

without any substance behind the information investigated. With gathering the particulars of this 

qualitative study, the researcher had to be willing to fill “in gaps in [the] data and to hear about 

what is happening in participants’ own words” in order to provide a better understanding for 

herself and hopefully the audience as well (Dyson & Genishi, 2005, p. 76). 

 This qualitative study examined one Upward Bound Program that served students from 

two counties in the Black Belt region plus one other county by interviewing several former 

students and current staff. With this type of research, the researcher did not have much control 

over what was observed during the interviews. Data gathered using qualitative interviews 

provided rich, descriptive information about each student’s experiences with Upward Bound that 

shed light on how the program’s activities as expressed by the staff may have influenced the 

students’ ability to overcome obstacles due to the opportunity gap as they sought to be college 

ready. 

During the completion of this qualitative research study, there were many aspects 

considered. It was vital that the voice of the participant was represented accurately in order to 

avoid misrepresentation and inaccuracies. It was stated by Glesne (2010), “the narrative--the 

telling or the writing--is always an interpretation of other peoples’ lives, an interpretation that 

qualitative researchers struggle with representing” (p. 244). The researcher was concerned about 

how the interpretation of the interview(s) affected the answers to the research questions and the 
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participants. In an effort to decrease the probability of inaccurately portraying the participants’ 

voices, the researcher performed member checks with the interviewees. As implied by Charmaz 

(2006), the researcher allowed the participants to clarify anything in the transcriptions to ensure 

information was heard correctly and accurately depicted their responses to the questions (p. 111).  

Member checks were completed in order to get feedback from the participants in an attempt to 

make sure meaning was not lost. Ultimately, the researcher accomplished gaining value from 

what the participants conveyed. 

Study Design and Research Questions 

 In determining what would fit best for this study, many aspects were thoroughly 

considered. Hence, a qualitative research study using a community cultural wealth theory 

framework was completed. Qualitative research makes information available concerning the 

“human side of an issue” (Mack, Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest, & Namey, p. 1). Though 

Bourdieu’s ideologies assume that students of color are deficient in the cultural capital needed in 

order to succeed academically, Yosso (2005) contends that students of color bring with them a 

wealth of capital in the forms of their talents, strengths, and experiences. Yosso contends that 

every type of capital can be utilized to embolden people (Locks, n.d.). This model provided a 

framework that was used from a strengths-based outlook. The examination of the Stillman 

College Upward Bound Program using a community cultural wealth framework was 

strengthened by being placed on the experience of participation in this program. The research 

concentrated on an analysis of the experience of former Upward Bound students and current staff 

from the program at Stillman College. The research questions delved into how Upward Bound 

students’ experiences of participating in this program related to bridging the opportunity gap. 

The experiences of students from Tuscaloosa County and the Black Belt regions of Greene and 
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Pickens counties in Alabama were explored due to their higher levels of poverty and increased 

percentages of households with parents who do not have a four-year college degree (Scott, 2016; 

Markowitz, 2017; Payne, 2007). Interviews and demographic documentation were used as the 

primary methods of gathering data for this qualitative study. Although the data did not need to be 

discovered because it was always there, this study took the time to recognize its effects and the 

lessons offered. The definition of community cultural wealth, “an array of knowledge, skills, 

abilities, and contacts possessed and utilized by communities of color to survive and resist macro 

and micro-forms of oppression,” is the type of experience this qualitative study was able to 

discover (Yosso, p. 77). This study allowed the researcher to think critically, process ethically, 

and evaluate earnestly in order to portray the lived experiences of the research participants. 

By addressing the following research questions, the researcher was able to make 

determinations about how the Upward Bound Program at Stillman College prepared its 

participants to graduate from high school and be ready for college as it attempted to bridge the 

opportunity gap in certain areas of the Black Belt. 

Research Questions 

1. How do the services offered by the Upward Bound Program influence the development 

of the college readiness skills of its participants? 

2. How do the participants perceive their experience in the Upward Bound Program 

increased or decreased their development of college readiness skills? 

3. How does participation in the program shape students’ pursuit of and acceptance into 

college? 

4. How does participation in the program connect the opportunity gap from high school to 

college for students in specific areas of the Black Belt? 
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Setting 

Stillman College is a liberal arts and historically black college located in Tuscaloosa, 

Alabama. It was given authorization, held its first classes, and was chartered as a legal 

corporation by the State of Alabama in the latter parts of 1876 (History, 2009). The institution 

was established by a minister who saw a need for the community (History, 2009). Stillman 

College’s enrollment in regards to ethnic diversity has 91% of its student population being 

Black/African American (Stillman College student demographics, n.d.). The male to female ratio 

is fairly even at 49.8% and 50.2% respectively (Stillman College diversity: How good is it, n.d.). 

Seventy one percent of the students are the traditional college age of 18-22 (Stillman College 

diversity: How good is it, n.d.).  In 2016, their total enrollment was near 630 (Stillman College 

enrollment statistics, n.d.). Stillman College has one federally funded Upward Bound Program 

located on its campus. The program started in the mid-60s and presently serves three counties in 

Alabama. However, there have been other Upward Bound Programs at Stillman over the years 

with only one remaining funded at this time. Currently, the Stillman College Upward Bound 

Program serves 132 students with $584,217 in funding (Awards, 2017). To be eligible for 

program participation, students must meet at least one of these requirements: low-income, 

potential first-generation, diagnosed disability, or at risk for academic failure (Upward Bound 

Program, n.d.). The U.S. Department of Education also stipulates that two-thirds of those eligible 

must be low-income and first-generation. The other third only has to meet at least one of the 

other requirements. Other requisites include completion of the eighth grade, students ages 13-19, 

and academic need for support with postsecondary education pursuits (TRIO Upward Bound, 

n.d.). The Upward Bound Program makes the effort to work in partnership with teachers, 

counselors, and parents to promote desired results, obtain accessible learning resources, and 
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impede possible risks of failing. Services are provided with continued funding from the 

Department of Education (Upward Bound, 2014). 

Participants 

For the function of this study, purposeful sampling was utilized due to the homogenous 

sample of former participants and staff from the Upward Bound Program. Three of the current 

staff and 19 former students of the Stillman College Upward Bound Program were interviewed 

for this qualitative research study. Approval from the research site and Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) was given before any research initiated or contact was made with potential 

participants by the researcher. The researcher interviewed former students of the program who 

were freshmen and sophomores in college.  In order to recruit the desired student demographic, 

the researcher had program staff support and assistance with contacting these students and had 

access to information regarding addresses, phone numbers, completion dates, and other 

demographic information (Gradhacker, 2012). Once this information was gathered, the 

researcher made initial contact via phone after the program staff received permission from 

former students to be contacted by the researcher. After consent was provided, the researcher set 

up face-to-face and telephone interviews based on the students’ location and availability. Former 

students who were freshmen and sophomores in college were targeted since their participation 

was only a short time ago and they were able to yield more in-depth insights about their program 

participation and its effects. After all of the necessary approvals and consents were obtained, 

research ensued at the designated times and places agreed upon by the research participants. 

Pseudonyms are used later in the research to ensure the confidentiality of the research 

participants. 
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Researcher Positionality 

As someone who has worked with TRIO Programs for over ten years, it was important 

that the writing genuinely characterized the participants in this research. The goal was to write in 

a way that accurately represented the research participants. The objective for this dissertation is 

to provide information that will be impactful for the research, participants, and audience. The 

effort was to convey the truest meaning of the research so the participants’ voices were heard 

clearly, truthfully, and without fear of being threatened. 

 In addition to the task of conveying meaning, there is even more evidence of the conflicts 

that researchers must deal with to ensure their research honestly reflects the viewpoints of the 

participants and not merely their own personal thoughts and opinions (Jasper, 2008). “[M]y goal 

is to have presented my insider/outsider status straightforwardly, yet without wallowing in too 

much self-absorption” (Jasper, 2008, p. 126). As the inquiries proceeded, the researcher did not 

allow her lens to narrow due to the close association of the research topic. The researcher’s task 

remained to provide clear, concise investigation and reporting without defiling it with personal 

views. Although this study is about a subject the researcher is familiar with and is of great 

importance, it was essential not to be overly egocentric or distort the information presented by 

the participants. Even though the researcher has a strong affinity to the subject, it was imperative 

to impart objectivity with the interview protocol questions and the overall research process. 

 In performing these qualitative research procedures, the researcher tried to fully 

characterize what the participants expressed through transcription, coding, memos, and notes. It 

was vital that the voice of the participant was represented accurately in order to avoid 

misrepresentation and inaccuracies. Hopefully, the conclusions of this study will stimulate the 

audience and help them gain clarity about the research questions and findings.  
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Data Collection and Analysis  

The main data collection method was the use of interviews. After one of the TRIO staff 

members at Stillman College made calls to 38 potential participants to determine their interest in 

participating in the study, the former students were contacted by the researcher. Out of the 38 

students, 25 initially agreed to be interviewed and contacted by the researcher. However, due to 

schedule conflicts only 20 were interviewed. One of the 20 students decided not to go forward 

with participation after the interview, so she was excluded from the study. Two of the current 

staff were invited and agreed to participate in the study and one staff member volunteered to be 

in the study. Interviews were conducted with 22 participants who were former students and 

current staff. 

 Before the beginning of the interviewing process, the research participants were 

provided a copy of the consent form to read and sign in person or via mail. For phone interviews, 

the consent form was mailed to participants and the researcher read the consent form again 

before beginning the interview.  After consent was granted and before the interview began, the 

researcher asked for consent to record the interview, which was always permitted. In addition, 

the researcher took notes throughout the interview. Interviews took place over the phone or in an 

office located in the TRIO area at Stillman College, which was at a time and place convenient to 

and agreed upon by research participants. The former students (19) were interviewed once with 

the exception of three who had to be contacted again to expound on answers previously 

presented. All of the current staff (3) only had to be interviewed one time throughout the process. 

Also, after transcription of interviews, the researcher had to inquire with two of the participants 

to ensure their answers were heard correctly. The initial interviews did not last longer than 45-60 

minutes based on each individual. Follow-up inquiries were conducted in approximately 15 
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minutes or less. After all transcriptions were complete, transcriptions were provided and member 

checks were performed with each participant to confirm all information was accurate. No 

changes were deemed necessary after these checks. The interviews were recorded, transcribed, 

and coded according to the three core principles for research ethics: respect for persons, 

beneficence, and justice in addition to respect for communities (Mack, et. al., 2005). 

All data was analyzed and coded by hand without the use of technology. Comparisons 

were made between initial and follow-up interviews, transcripts, and field notes for each 

participant in order to gain clarity about the information presented. Once data was placed into 

groups based on the four research questions, the data was then analyzed for themes. Following 

the discovery of themes, the transcripts, field notes, and demographic information were 

examined a final time to ensure valid information was determined. After the coding process of 

the interview transcripts, considerations were rendered to identify how Yosso’s (2005) 

community cultural wealth theory was reflected by the participants’ responses. Community 

cultural wealth has been shown to play a role in students’ learning and being equipped for 

college (Hemmings, 2007; Yosso, 2005). The cultural resources offered by Upward Bound 

participation revealed an influence on the participants’ ability to overcome some of the barriers 

they face from the opportunity gap. Through the interview protocol in Appendix A and B, the 

community cultural wealth theory framework helped the researcher collect and analyze data 

answering fundamental questions about what influence the Upward Bound Program had on its 

participants that aided their skill development in college readiness.  

Delimitations and Limitations 

Because of the limited scope of the qualitative study, there are a few delimitations. They 

include: (a) only seeking participants from a certain Upward Bound Program, (b) only including 
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two select counties in the Black Belt area, and (c) only interviewing past students with less than 

three years in college and current staff of the Stillman College Upward Bound Program. 

The researcher’s association to the particular phenomenon of the research study brought 

insider knowledge that was useful throughout the interviewing process. Since the researcher has 

been working with TRIO Programs for over ten years, she felt even more of a responsibility to 

honestly reflect the viewpoints of the participants and not merely her personal thoughts and 

opinions. Since qualitative study utilizes various forms of data, the use of these data “ensures 

that the issue is not explored through one lens, but rather a variety of lenses which allows for 

multiple facets of the phenomenon to be revealed and understood" (Baxter & Jack, 2008, p. 544). 

As the research ensued, the researcher did not allow the lens to be narrowed due to any 

relationships or association to the research. The task remained to provide clear, concise 

investigation and reporting without defiling it with too many personal views. 

Summary 

The intention of this qualitative research study ensued to examine the Stillman College 

Upward Bound Program, its former students and current staff, and its connection to addressing 

the opportunity gap. These programs act as a strategy to improve academic accomplishment and 

motivational levels to the degree that students finish high school, enter into and complete a 

program(s) of postsecondary education, and thrive with the least amount of difficulty. All of the 

services made available through Upward Bound originated to enrich the students’ college 

experience and support them in achieving their educational aspirations. The disclosure of 

information regarding how the researcher explored this particular program using qualitative 

research framed by the community cultural wealth theory provided insight into how this 

dissertation developed. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to investigate how former students’ Upward 

Bound experiences may have influenced their high school completion and college readiness to 

bridge the opportunity gap. Chapter four presents the results of this qualitative study, which 

sought out prior Upward Bound participants and current staff of the Stillman College Upward 

Bound Program. Topics discussed include the participant profiles and the findings of this study. 

From the possible pool of 38 former students who met the criteria and were college freshmen or 

sophomores, twenty students were initially interviewed as well as three of the current staff 

members of the program, but later one former student decided not to be a part of the study 

anymore. This chapter imparts the participant profiles, data analysis, and observations made 

during the interview process,.  

Participant Profiles 

The research participants for this study were nineteen previous Upward Bound students, 

which included six freshmen and thirteen sophomores from various colleges and universities in 

the state, four males and fifteen females. All of the students were African American and from 

low-income (LI) and/or first-generation (FG) backgrounds. The three staff, one male and two 

females, were current employees of the Upward Bound Program.  Pseudonyms are used for 

names to protect the identities of the research participants. A brief narrative of each participant is 

presented below: 
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Ann 

 Ann was a freshman from Tuscaloosa County majoring in business at a four-year college. 

She was an 18-year-old female from a FG/LI background. She had participated in the program 

for four years and recently bridged during the summer of 2019. Also, she participated in a dual 

enrollment program. She enrolled in college the fall semester after graduation. 

Kelly  

 Kelly was an 18-year-old freshman from Tuscaloosa County majoring in electrical 

engineering. She was a female and FG/LI. She attended a four-year university and had been in 

the program for three years. She was dually enrolled, bridged during the summer of 2019, and 

enrolled in school the fall semester after graduation. 

Keith  

Keith was a male FG/LI freshman majoring in welding at a local community college. He 

was 18 and hailed from Greene County. He was a participant in the program for three years and 

bridged in 2019. He also took dual enrollment classes and began college the fall semester after 

graduation. 

Megan  

 Megan was an 18-year-old freshman majoring in human resources at a four-year 

university. She was a FG/LI female student from Tuscaloosa County and participated in the 

program for three years. Megan bridged from Upward Bound in 2019 and began college during 

the fall semester. 
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Anthony  

 Anthony was a LI 18-year-old freshman majoring in computer informatics. He was a 

male from Tuscaloosa County and was in the program for three years while also taking dual 

enrollment classes. He bridged in 2019 and began college in the fall at a four-year university. 

Nina 

 Nina was a freshman female majoring in respiratory therapy from Tuscaloosa County. 

She was 18 and from a FG/LI background. She attended Upward Bound for four years and 

bridged from the program in the summer of 2019. She also began school at a community college 

during the summer after high school graduation while taking her courses in Upward Bound. 

Ashley   

 Ashley was a 19-year-old sophomore at a four-year university majoring in elementary 

education. She was a FG/LI female from Pickens County and participated in the program for two 

years. She bridged out of Upward Bound in 2018 and took dual enrollment classes. Ashley began 

college in the fall after graduating from high school. 

Gia  

 Gia was a 19-year-old FG/LI female from Tuscaloosa County. She was a sophomore and 

majored in nursing at a community college. She bridged out of the program in 2018 and 

participated for two years. Gia began college the fall semester following graduation. 

Mya  

 Mya was from Pickens County and was a sophomore in college. She was a FG/LI 18-

year-old female. She majored in secondary education for math at a four-year university. She 

participated in Upward Bound for four years and bridged out in the summer of 2018. She took 
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multiple dual enrollment classes and began college in the fall after graduation with nearly a 

year’s worth of college credits. 

Jenny  

 Jenny was a LI sophomore majoring in biology/pre-med at a four-year university. She 

was a 19-year-old female from Greene County and had participated in Upward Bound for four 

years. She bridged from the program in 2018 and began college during the fall semester. She also 

plans to attend medical school. 

Amy 

 Amy was a FG/LI sophomore from Greene County who had participated in Upward 

Bound for four years. She was a 19-year-old female. She majored in accounting at a four-year 

university and plans to become a forensic accountant. She bridged from the program in 2018 and 

began college during the fall semester after graduation. 

Eva  

 Eva was a FG female, from Greene County, and had been in the program since 2014. She 

was a sophomore majoring in biology/pre-health at a four-year university who plans to attend 

medical school. She was 18 years old. She bridged from Upward Bound in 2018 and began 

college in the fall semester. 

Janet  

 Janet was a dually enrolled female student during her tenure in Upward Bound. She was 

19, from Tuscaloosa County, and had been in the program for four years. She was a FG/LI 

sophomore majoring in mechanical engineering at a community college with plans to transfer to 

a university. She bridged from Upward Bound in 2018 and began college during the summer 

after high school graduation while enrolled in Upward Bound courses. 
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Judy  

 Judy was a dually enrolled female student while she was in Upward Bound. She was a 

FG/LI sophomore majoring in speech pathology at a community college who planned to transfer 

to a university. She was 19, from Tuscaloosa County, and had been in Upward Bound since 

2014. She bridged from the program in 2018 while also taking other college courses during the 

same summer.  

Derrick 

 Derrick was a 19-year-old male and a FG/LI sophomore at a four-year college. He 

majored in business and was from Pickens County. He participated in Upward Bound for three 

years and took dual enrollment classes during this time. He bridged from the program in 2018 

and began school in the spring of the following year after completing his military basic training.  

Tina   

 Tina was a FG/LI sophomore at a community college. She was a 19-year-old female. She 

majored in office administration and was from Pickens County. She was a part of Upward Bound 

from 2014-2018. She bridged in 2018 and began college in the fall after graduation. 

Lisa  

 Lisa was a female student who took dual enrollment classes during her four-year tenure 

with Upward Bound. She was a FG/LI sophomore majoring in nursing at a community college 

with plans to transfer to a university. She was 19, from Tuscaloosa County, and bridged from the 

program in 2018. 
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Danny  

 Danny was a male from Tuscaloosa County and had been a part of Upward Bound for 

three years. He was a LI 20-year-old sophomore majoring in speech pathology at a four-year 

university. He bridged from the program in 2018 and began college in the fall semester. 

Lori  

 Lori was a sophomore female student from Greene County. She was a 23-year-old LI 

student. She was majoring in biology at a four-year college with plans to continue to medical 

school to become a dermatologist. She participated in Upward Bound for three years before 

beginning college in the fall after graduation. 

Ms. Cook 

 Ms. Cook was one of the current staff members who served as a teacher during the 

academic and summer components. She taught English classes to 9th-12th grade students as well 

as the college course to bridge students during the summer. She had worked with the program for 

nearly thirteen years and served as a teacher with the Greene County School District. She was an 

African American female. 

Mr. Pitts 

 Mr. Pitts was a current staff member who worked as an Academic Advisor with the 

program for over a year. He was also a former student in the program and served as a resident 

assistant during the summer components before transitioning to his current role. He served the 

students from Greene and Pickens counties specifically, but also delivered services to the 

students from Tuscaloosa County. He was an African American male. 
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Ms. Duncan 

 Ms. Duncan was also a current staff member who served as a teacher and tutor for the 

program. She taught elective classes during the summer component and tutored students in 

English. She had been with the program for nearly nine years. She was a female immigrant from 

Bangladesh. 

Data Analysis 

For this study, 22 participants were interviewed to gain insights about their experiences 

as a former student and current staff member with the Stillman College Upward Bound Program. 

Inquiries were made about how their experiences in Upward Bound may have impacted the 

opportunity gap and students being college ready. These interviews were transcribed, coded, and 

analyzed using qualitative research techniques. Based on the analysis of the data from all 22 

interviews, three themes emerged: 1) role of career day activities in helping students choose a 

career path, 2) extra assistance/tutoring through the academic component enhanced student 

outcomes, and 3) the Bridge program experience aided/improved college readiness. Additionally, 

through staff interviews, two other themes were produced: 1) college tours are vital to decreasing 

the opportunity gap, and 2) awareness of educational options and support from staff aid students’ 

transition to college.   

Theme 1: Career day Activities 
 

The first theme that emerged revolved around the role of the career day activities, which 

also addresses the first research question of how Upward Bound services developed college 

readiness skills for its participants. Based on the responses from the former students, many of the 

students expressed that participating in career day activities helped them learn more about their 

anticipated majors because they were able to talk to various professionals in the field. 
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Participants also indicated they gained enhanced insights about the requirements and education 

associated with their career path by having the opportunity to talk to professionals who had first-

hand experience. Researchers believe that supplementing the student’s high school curricula with 

outside resources could equalize opportunity for underprivileged students (Saguaro Seminar, 

p.9). Based on the responses provided by the participants concerning questions about their 

majors and career paths, the first theme emerged due to the emphasis placed on the importance 

of the role career day activities played in the majority of the participants’ decision-making 

process. The career day activities were characterized as an essential factor that aided many of the 

former participants with choosing their college major. This emphasis is apparent in Anthony’s 

statement, “people came in to talk to us about certain jobs and it helped me really decide on what 

I wanted to do and be.” He believed the experiences he had during career day allowed him to 

make better choices among the options he was considering. Mr. Pitts, one of the staff members, 

even commented that he felt that career day was one of the activities that had a significant impact 

on the students in regard to college readiness and the opportunity gap. Mr. Pitts thought the 

students were provided vital information about various career options and stressed the 

importance of the students actually getting to talk to the different professionals to ask questions 

and gain more insight. Although one of the participants, Megan, did not consider other options 

outside of her chosen major, she stated that the career fairs did help her decide what she wanted 

to major in after she completed more research. Megan also felt the career days aided with her 

transition after high school because she was having a difficult time deciding what to major in at 

college. 

Ann had a different experience than Megan and stated, “I always knew about what I 

wanted to major in, but career day at Upward Bound helped me put a name to it.”  She even 
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considered being a nurse, but based on her experiences at career day, she realized she wanted to 

become an aesthetician instead. 

Janet, Ashley, Eva, Megan, Danny, Nina, Ann, Sierra, and Anthony also indicated that 

talking to the different professionals on career day helped them make better decisions about what 

they wanted to become. The sessions they attended along with their own research assisted them 

in deciding to change their mind about a profession or making it clearer they were going in the 

right direction. This impact is evident in Judy’s statement, “one time one of the ladies was 

actually a speech pathologist and she helped me decide about doing that major.” Judy realized 

from her interaction during career day that she wanted to become a speech pathologist. Over half 

of the participants interviewed alluded to how beneficial career day was to them deciding in a 

major for college. Although some of the students had a similar activity at their schools, the 

participants expressed that the ability to have one-on-one conversations with the professionals 

allowed them to gain a meaningful understanding about the career and the choices they planned 

to make with a major. 

Although Amy,Gia, Mya, Jenny, Derrick, Tina, and Lisa did not explicitly state that 

career day assisted their decisions about choosing a major, they expressed that talking to 

professionals in the field they desired was very helpful in giving them insight about their career 

choices. Mya stated that talking to math teachers during Upward Bound about the various 

opportunities available in math allowed her to realize there was a plethora of routes she could 

take because of her aptitude in the subject. Kelly identified that talking to a family member, her 

cousin who was in the computer science area, rather than someone from an Upward Bound event 

helped spark her interest in the field.  Additionally, Keith expressed that his grandfather 

introduced him to welding. He said, “I wanted to learn how to do it, so he showed me and I fell 
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in love with it.”  Kelly and Keith’s family influences created their interest in the career fields the 

students chose, illustrating part of Yosso’s (2005) familial type of community cultural wealth. 

Ms. Cook, a staff member, stated, “You have people who come from the workforce to tell them 

some of the skills that are expected and even teach them about the soft skills.” Through the 

conversations and interactions the participants had with various speakers and teachers, the 

participants were able to gain awareness about what norms in the workplace are acceptable and 

needed. The information gained from the sessions and professionals during career day aided 

participants in being more aware of the options available and incited them to do more research 

on their own. All of participants also felt career day and/or speaking with various professionals 

assisted them with deciding on a career path, especially when some did not already have a clear 

idea about what they wanted to major in once they got to college. The availability of the career 

day activities and transportation from Stillman College Upward Bound for students from Greene 

and Pickens counties was vital to the students gaining exposure to resources that may not have 

been available in their communities. Resources like the professionals accessible during career 

day also allowed the former students to see that people who look like them are successful, so the 

students are able to picture themselves as successful as well. 

Theme 2: Tutoring 

Extra assistance/tutoring through the academic component increased student outcomes 

for the participants in this study. Theme two also addressed the research question, how do the 

participants perceive their experience in the Upward Bound Program increased or decreased their 

development of college readiness skills. One of the purposes of pre-college programs is to 

provide academic tutoring in reading, writing, study skills, mathematics, science, social studies, 

and other content areas to at-potential students (Purpose, 2016). All of the participants felt that 
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the tutorials they attended on the meeting dates assisted them with improving their understanding 

in classes and obtaining the extra help they needed to be successful. Amy stated, “Upward 

Bound helped because those Saturdays that we used to come we were on the same subjects…that 

we had in school, so the things that I didn’t know at the end of the week in high school on that 

Saturday I could bring my questions to my Upward Bound teachers and get the help that I 

needed.” Janet said, “Through Upward Bound the classes that I needed help with I came here to 

get the extra help because I wasn’t able to access it during high school in class hours, but going 

to Upward Bound on the weekend… I was able to get assistance in those subjects.” As evidenced 

in these statements, the tutorial sessions provided through Upward Bound services allowed the 

participants to get a better understanding in classes they struggled with, which led to better 

success in their high school curricula. 

Not only did Upward Bound aid students with high school classes, but also it helped them 

in preparing and gaining credits for college by taking the Bridge courses. All of the participants 

expressed how much the tutorials and Bridge classes assisted them with feeling more ready to 

take courses once they went to college. Ashley stated, “Bridging out was the best thing because 

those classes specifically went to the college of my choice.” Participants not only were able to 

obtain the tutorial assistance they needed, but also were able to transfer the credits from the 

Bridge classes to the colleges the participants attended in the fall. Stillman College Upward 

Bound provided a unique opportunity for its students in transferring their credits to any college 

they attended because other programs in the area do not allow their students’ earned credits to be 

transferred unless the students attend the college or university where the programs are offered. 

Ashley’s experience, along with those of the other participants, provided insight about how the 

tutoring seemed to offer positive results as a part of their Upward Bound experience. Through 
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this inquiry about academic assistance, the participants provided valuable information about how 

the tutorial sessions impacted their success in high school and beyond. Mr. Pitts, one of the 

current staff members, said he believed that placing the students in courses that mirror what they 

are taking in school and encouraging them to ask for additional help is essential to the 

achievement of the students in the program. He indicated that the activities offered during the 

academic component have a positive effect on the opportunity gap and college readiness. In 

addition, Ms. Duncan, another staff member, stated that the activities offered during the 

academic component “create the mindset that they can go to the university if they maintain their 

GPA.” She said that the staff and teachers motivate the students to work hard so they can achieve 

their goals in high school and attend college. Despite some of the obstacles the participants may 

face, the students’ “motivation to enroll in college is a deliberate attempt to improve their social, 

economic, and occupational standing” (Ayala & Striplen, p. 573). Eva mentioned, “Upward 

Bound really helped me out with me deciding to go to college and really knowing what I really 

wanted to do and Upward Bound pushed us in the best way they could. So, we had a lot of 

support system with them.” Eva and a majority of the other participants expressed that the 

assistance they were able to gain during their time in Upward Bound helped mold them into not 

only better students, but also better people. The participants expressed that there was not another 

program in their communities like Upward Bound, so the ability to participate was a privilege the 

students cherished. Access to programs for students who come from Black Belt areas can 

sometimes be unavailable because of where students reside, but the Stillman College Upward 

Bound Program provided transportation to its students who lived in Greene and Pickens counties 

(Opportunity Gap, n.d.). 
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Judy stated that Upward Bound helped her in, “learning how to cope with wanting to get 

help from a teacher because for a while I never wanted to ask for help, I just wanted to struggle.” 

She did not know how to ask for help and tried to do it on her own, but soon realized that 

approach was not the best option. The participants learned they did not have to be scared to ask 

for assistance because the Upward Bound teachers made them feel comfortable and their peers in 

the program were supportive. Students from low-income and first-generation backgrounds 

sometimes have difficulty seeking the help they need, which can hinder their realization of their 

goals (Dyce, Albold, & Long, 2013). However, Mya had no problems asking for help with the 

classes she had difficulties in at school. She said, “Biology to be exact was one of those subjects 

that I just don’t get along with and being able to come here, ask questions…and having someone 

there to help me understand what my teacher was trying to say or what they were meaning” 

allowed her to get the extra assistance she needed to do well at school. 

Kelly also added, “My school was good with one on one stuff, but Upward Bound really 

helped me understand in my classes more.” Kelly felt the extra tutorials she received from 

Upward Bound allowed her to attain the grades she wanted. Numerous participants gave the 

impression that the tutorial sessions they attended in Upward Bound had a significant impact on 

their being able to get the help they needed so they could have a better understanding of various 

subjects and make better grades. The former participants indicated they learned to write essays 

better, gain a better understanding in math and science, and even gained practice with writing in 

cursive. Since cursive writing was no longer taught in the secondary schools in the Upward 

Bound target area, the class was offered during the summer component at Stillman College 

Upward Bound. The staff felt this was a skill missing with most students from the counties 

Upward Bound served, so the program wanted to make it available to help the students at least 
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learn how to write their names in cursive. Stillman College Upward Bound wanted to offer as 

many activities and classes that could assist the students who come from some of the low-

performing schools in Greene, Pickens, and Tuscaloosa counties with performing well 

academically. This assistance is noted in Anthony’s explanation, “when we came up every other 

Saturday, it helped me and gave me a chance to bring work that I didn’t understand up to other 

people and they gave me assistance on it.” In order to assist the students in their classes, the 

teachers used diverse strategies. Ms. Cook said, “In the classroom setting there are small groups 

and there are whole groups. The small group is designed to pair or have students partner with 

students who are on various levels and in the whole classroom setting, the teacher implements 

strategies and tools that will assist the whole group.” These different techniques also allowed the 

students to become more comfortable with asking questions. Jenny commented that since one of 

her teachers in Upward Bound also taught at her school, she was familiar with her and it was 

easier to ask questions about things she did not understand. Keith felt that being able to bring his 

work from school to Upward Bound permitted him to get that extra boost he needed to perform 

better. Derrick also agreed that the teachers in Upward Bound would ask them about their 

homework from school in order to provide the assistance they needed the most. There was a 

consensus from Tina, Lisa, Danny, Nina, Ann, Sierra, and Lori that they believed Upward Bound 

provided more academic assistance to them outside of school that they may not have had access 

to otherwise. Most of the participants explained that they knew they could ask questions and 

bring work from school because Upward Bound provided a comfortable and supportive learning 

environment. Although the researcher did not seek access to the participants’ GPAs, many of 

them stated their participation with the tutorials provided by the Stillman College Upward Bound 
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Program helped them increase their grades. The participants learned their hard work in the 

program allowed them to gain better understandings of their subjects and improve grades. 

Theme 3: Bridge Program 

Based on the insights provided by the study participants regarding college readiness, the 

third theme centered on the Bridge program. Participants felt that the experience they had with 

taking college classes after high school graduation, living on a college campus, and the 

independence they learned during this time enabled them to have the skills necessary to be 

college ready. Theme three also correlated with the research question about developing college 

readiness skills. More than half of the participants explained that they had more confidence being 

ready to take college level courses and pursuing their plans after graduation. Inquiries were made 

about their readiness to take college classes after high school. Lori explained, “My comfort level 

was an eight. After leaving Upward Bound the bridge year, I felt very prepared because I had 

gone through courses on the college level and I had performed well. I felt like that helped me 

better.” Lori felt she was very equipped to go on to college after taking the Bridge courses in 

Upward Bound. Additionally, quite a few of the others had the same sentiments as demonstrated 

in their statements: Ann stated, “we took college courses in Upward Bound over the summer 

time so it helped me know what to expect.” Danny said, “I felt I was prepared to take college 

level courses, especially after the English class because it helped me out a lot with writing 

essays. I felt like I was prepared after taking courses here.” Tina commented, “I most definitely 

feel like Upward Bound prepared me for college especially during the summer program when I 

took college classes. It really helped me get an idea of what college classes were like.” Based on 

the indications provided by the majority of the participants, the Bridge program was an important 

process that increased their comfort levels with taking college classes and being college ready. 
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Mr. Pitts stated, “The bridge program is like their jumpstart to them going to college and sticking 

it out. We are their support system and try to ensure they are well groomed so they will be 

successful outside of our gates here at Stillman College.” The Bridge program is intended to 

facilitate the students’ transition from high school to college and support postsecondary success 

by providing them with academic skills and social resources needed to succeed in academia. 

When they are exposed to taking college courses on a college campus through college 

preparatory programs, students gain the hope that they can be successful on the postsecondary 

level (Gullatt & Jan, 2003). The participants stated they learned valuable lessons from the 

academic, cultural, and social activities during the Bridge program that aided their preparation 

for college and being able to adapt well once they went to their college. 

In regards to how the participants felt about their plans after high school, many thought 

they made good choices and were better prepared due to their Upward Bound participation. 

Since underrepresented students “are the first generation of their families to attend college, this 

process of initiating parents and students to the common pitfalls of the college environment is 

especially important” (Murphy, Gaughan, Hume, & Moore Jr., p. 75). Through the Bridge 

program, the students were exposed to some of the rigors of college, which led to their increased 

comfort levels at their current schools. The statements and explanations given by the participants 

affirm the effects of the Bridge program: Megan explained that she was happy about her 

decisions because the exposure she received in Upward Bound helped her feel more equipped.  

Gia expressed, “I feel great and Upward Bound was a great opportunity. I would not have taken 

summer classes before my freshman year of college. I wouldn’t have done that if Upward Bound 

didn’t give me that opportunity.” Kelly said, “I feel pretty confident about my decisions because 

of my participation in Upward Bound and being very active in school.” Comments from 
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Anthony asserted, “I felt like that was one of the best decisions I could have did with my life 

over the summer because if I didn’t choose to bridge out, then I probably would have just set 

around the house and wasted time, instead of getting prepared for college.” However, Anthony 

did not feel prepared for online learning in college. He stated, “I felt like I was ready, but I 

wasn’t ready for online classes because I hadn’t got that level of responsibility yet.” Based upon 

his comment and the prevalence of online classes, the Stillman College Upward Bound Program 

may want to think of incorporating a few classes online in order to aid their students’ transition 

in that regard. These remarks and many more from the rest of the participants bolster the premise 

that the Stillman College Upward Bound Program increases the college readiness skills of its 

students in many aspects.  

The participants attributed their increased comfort level with being college ready to the 

activities they took part in while staying on campus and the college classes they took while 

completing the bridge component. Nina stated, “You get the college experience and understand 

you have to take it seriously.” She indicated she had to become more sincere and purposeful 

about her classes and the choices she made. Lisa currently attends a community college and stays 

at home with her parents but plans to transfer to a four-year university. She explained, “Staying 

on campus is going to prepare me for when I leave and go off to school.” She believed her 

experience with Upward Bound would allow her to be ready to leave home when it is time to 

transfer. Tina had a different experience because she did not feel like she was ready to take 

college classes after high school. She stated, “After high school I would say that I wasn’t really 

ready, but partially ready because after I graduated I had to attend the summer program.” Tina 

expressed she had worries about having the right major and increasing her comfort level once 

she began classes. On the contrary, Jenny thought her time staying on campus was beneficial. 



 

 

97

She said, “It taught us how to live on campus because we didn’t have our parents so we had to 

get used to being on our own and I’m more prepared than my roommates now.” The participants’ 

statements support the literature that indicates college access programs implemented in high 

school ought to incorporate some type of activities at a postsecondary institution (Dervarcis, 

2005; Jacobsen, 2004). Their experiences provide insight about the positive effects the Bridge 

component had on their ability to be ready to access college and do well. 

Ms. Duncan also believed that staying on campus during the summer component has an 

effect on the college readiness skills of the students. She explained, “During the summer 

program the students stay on campus, they take college courses, and live on campus for a whole 

month. That gives them an idea of how the college life is going to be. They are independent and 

on their own. It’s a total package that will make them know this is what’s coming.” The Bridge 

program allowed most of the participants to encounter some of these college-like experiences 

before they started college in the fall, so they had an idea about what to expect and were better 

prepared to handle the transition. The goal is to offer a student with high potential but inadequate 

resources with the assistance needed to achieve his/her individual academic aspirations, 

including postsecondary admission and matriculation (Gullatt & Jan, 2003). 

Theme 4: College Tours 

The current staff members’ interviews imparted another theme dealing with the college 

tours offered by Upward Bound; college tours are integral to alleviating the opportunity gap. The 

information also addressed two of the research questions, how does participation in the program 

pertain to pursuit of and acceptance into college and how does participation in the program 

connect the opportunity gap from high school to college for students in specific areas of the 

Black Belt. The three staff members relayed information about how they thought this Upward 
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Bound activity gave the students different perspectives, which had an impact on the opportunity 

gap. All three of the staff felt college tours were important to the growth of the students and 

allowed them to see themselves being able to enter into a postsecondary institution. Ms. Duncan 

felt traveling to different campuses was one of the activities that had an effect on the opportunity 

gap. She stated, “I think once they get to experience something like that they can feel that they 

can have access to a life like this as well. I think exposing them to environments like that will 

help them fill the opportunity gap.” Likewise, Mr. Pitts believed getting the students more 

acclimated and providing them with access to college campuses would aid their desire to seek 

out these opportunities. He said, “When we take our educational/cultural trips, we try our best to 

visit two or three colleges with different backgrounds…to expose them to schools inside of the 

state and out of state.”   

The students echoed the staff perspective. Ashley described how she felt Upward Bound 

helped her decide on her path for college or the workforce. She said, “It helped me because I was 

able to go around to learn about all colleges and it helped me choose exactly what I wanted to 

be…with Upward Bound I was able to choose.” Based on taking these tours, she made up her 

mind to attend college rather than getting a job after she graduated from high school. Gia thought 

that taking the college tours prepared her for being ready for college but also felt she should have 

taken more tours to increase her comfort level even more. She stated, “I should have branched 

out more and went on more college tours and stuff like that. I think that would have helped me 

more to get comfortable and be ready.” Gia expressed mixed feelings about college readiness 

because in some respects she felt prepared, but she also felt she should have done more to groom 

herself by taking additional tours and listening more. Virtual online tours may be a way that the 
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Stillman College Upward Bound Program can expose their students to even more colleges to aid 

their comfort levels and transition. 

Anthony stated, “Upward Bound helped me look around for game design colleges, but 

when I found out it wasn’t really much out there…I started looking around into computer 

science, which Upward Bound helped me with again and I found a good college and a degree to 

help me with both.” One of the experiences Keith also indicated that taking college tours helped 

him with his transition after high school. He commented that traveling to different states and 

visiting other schools was educational and he “had fun while doing it.” Derrick decided to attend 

the school where this Upward Bound Program was located. He thought he was better prepared 

than other students since he already knew the campus from his Upward Bound experience. 

Danny stated his experience with taking the tours while on trips “got [him] used to being 

comfortable with new places and just being able to explore different environments.” Because of 

the college tours they took with the Upward Bound Program, these students were able to find the 

right college fit, decide on majors, increase their comfort levels, and enjoy themselves all at the 

same time. The Stillman College Upward Bound Program seemed to have the supports and 

programs in place similar to other pre-college programs to afford its students access to college 

opportunities so they could break the cycle of “generational disadvantage” (Farmer-Hinton, 

2008, p. 73). 

Mr. Pitts even spoke about when he was a student in the program. “When I was in the 

Upward Bound Program we first did those college tours with the college here on campus to get 

us acclimated to where the buildings were for our academic classes.” He relayed that when they 

take students on tours now, they visit a variety of schools ranging from predominately white 

institutions (PWI), historically black colleges and universities (HBCU), culinary arts, and many 
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others. He stated they also give the students questions to ask while on the tours so “it will help 

them when they actually go on tours on their own to make sure they are mindful of that type of 

information.” The tours to a variety of colleges and the questions provided allow the students to 

work on their navigational capital, so the students can enhance their ability to traverse through 

and within various organizations.  

Ms. Duncan believed the college tours and traveling created a positive mindset for the 

students to seek out more possibilities. “When they travel to different places, they can also go to 

these universities, if they maintain a good GPA. It’s not out of their reach and I think that 

motivates them that if they do their work and stay in college they can have a lifestyle like that.” 

She shared that these experiences show the students that people with backgrounds “like mine” 

can succeed (Stephens et al, 2014). 

Each of these combined experiences from the former students and observations from the 

current staff contribute to this theme by showing the impact college tours have. The former 

students learned to make better and more informed decisions, received more exposure to schools 

outside of their area, and were more motivated to seek out college opportunities. 

Theme 5: Awareness and Staff Support 

 In the last theme that emerged, staff alluded to the significance of making the students 

more cognizant of the plethora of options available to them as well as imparting the necessary 

support to the students to navigate these different paths. Again, this theme addressed the research 

questions mentioned with theme four regarding pursuit of and acceptance into college and 

bridging the opportunity gap. The continued emphasis targeted on college access and completion 

for students who have been underrepresented in postsecondary education has placed a lot of 

focus on improving college readiness (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). With this in mind, 
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the current staff indicated that the activities offered by Upward Bound assist its students with 

gaining the awareness, information, and support needed to help them gain access to college and 

be ready. Learning these skills is essential for the Stillman College Upward Bound students who 

have high potential and limited resources due to the impoverished counties where they reside, 

especially since Greene County has the highest rate of children under 18 who live below the 

poverty level at 61% (US Census Bureau: Factfinder, 2014).    

 Mr. Pitts spoke about the Bridge program that the students have a chance to take 

advantage of the summer after high school graduation. He stated, “That’s just like the jumpstart 

to their idea of going to college and sticking it out. Being that we actually help them out, but we 

don’t necessarily hold their hand, yet we are there every step of the way; we’re their backbone 

and support system.” He stated that the staff tried to equip the students to do well while in the 

Bridge program so they could have the confidence to continue once they move on to the college 

of their choice in the fall.  

 Ms. Cook also discussed how the Upward Bound services assisted the students with their 

pursuit of and access to college. She stated, “I think it gives them a higher level of confidence 

because they know that through Upward Bound there is a support system and they feel more 

comfortable at least trying and even at some point willing to go outside of their boundary to 

dream more.” She said Upward Bound gave students a holistic view by exposing them to cultural 

experiences beyond the classroom with college tours, career fairs, ACT prep, tutoring, and other 

activities that instill in the students the skills they need to become successful. She stated, “They 

get an opportunity with English, for example, to write college-level papers and with math they 

get a chance to do some of college-level work to prepare them for their next step.” 
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 Again, the students supported the staff statements. Derrick added, “I knew from Upward 

Bound that I wanted to go to school. And I knew I wanted to try different stuff and that’s 

probably one of the most important things Upward Bound taught me was to be well-rounded and 

to have a nice skill set on you.” He indicated he was influenced by Upward Bound to step out of 

his comfort zone as he prepared himself for college. Lori said, “In Upward Bound it pulls out the 

best things about you and helps you become more self-aware and to follow your passions.” She 

stated she was better prepared for college due to the exposure, extra help, and tutorials she 

received in Upward Bound. When talking about how her participation groomed her to be college 

ready, she expressed, “The whole experience and when I opened up to the experience and started 

to take advantage of the opportunities that were in front of me in Upward Bound I felt like I 

became better prepared because I allowed those opportunities to help me grow, to learn, and 

increase in knowledge.” 

 Ms. Duncan went on to elaborate about how she perceived the various options made 

available to students through Upward Bound offered exposure that they may not have had 

connection to before. She replied, “I think when the students stay on campus and also when 

students travel to different campuses…or get to visit nice places…once they get to experience 

something like that they can have access to a life like that as well. I think exposing them to 

environments like that will help them fill the opportunity gap.” She stated that Upward Bound 

makes the students more aware of different options and gives them the mindset that they can do 

well in college. The students from the rural counties, Greene and Pickens, and even some from 

Tuscaloosa County do not have as many opportunities to travel to various places with their 

schools, so Stillman College Upward Bound provided chances for the students to visit many 

cities and postsecondary institutions that may not have been available to them before.   
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 Kelly thought Upward Bound gave her a sense of college classes, which prepared her for 

college. Gia explained that if she had not participated in Upward Bound, she would not have 

even considered taking college classes before her first year of college. Mya even talked about 

how being able to go away from home by being in Upward Bound assisted her transition to 

college because she never lived away from home. She said, “It helped mold me and it helped 

with a lot of the questions that I would have had, if I had not been in the Upward Bound 

Program.” 

 The sentiments expressed by Mya were similar to many of the other former students. 

They believed that their Upward Bound involvement helped inspire not only more of a desire to 

attend college, but also a knowledge of what to expect once they got there. However, Janet 

discussed difficulties she had with financial aid. She stated, “The only thing I needed more help 

on was understanding the financial aid part and the loan part.” Possibly the staff can consider 

adding more assistance with students’ financial aid concerns and ensure more information is 

provided about various student loans.  

The ability to stay on campus during the summer, college tours, exposure to different 

career options and places and the Bridge program all played a major role in the students’ 

transition to college. The goal of pre-college programs is to encourage college entry, especially 

for students who may be unlikely to enter (Swail, & Perna, n.d.). The array of assistances 

provided by the Stillman College Upward Bound Program aided this group of students with the 

skills, support, and exposure necessary to incite their successful pursuit of and entry into college 

(Reese, 2008). Eva asserted, “Upward Bound is the best program I can say that I’ve been in. It 

helped me in a lot of ways.” Ashley stated, “I was able to leave Upward Bound with the 

perspective that I am going to be something in life.” Janet said, “I felt like Upward Bound was a 



 

 

104

great experience. It allowed me to understand and how to transition more than if I wasn’t a 

participant.” The assertions made by these participants and most of the others reflect that the 

Stillman College Upward Bound Program was able to reach one of its goals of helping students 

get access to and entry into postsecondary institutions.  

 Ann also discussed how Upward Bound gave her more experience with college life, 

especially through the Bridge program. She indicated that when a student is in Upward Bound, 

he/she may not be able to realize many of the benefits, but once that student bridges out it 

becomes more apparent. Nina said Upward Bound made her a better person because she was able 

to see things differently as she bridged and recognized she was not a kid anymore.   

 Mr. Pitts and Ms. Duncan concluded their interviews discussing how the staff played 

their roles. Ms. Duncan declared, “I think the Upward Bound counselors go above and beyond 

working countless hours…to reach out to the students and showing them and helping them to see 

that if they work hard, education is not something they cannot reach.” Mr. Pitts’ perception 

changed as he moved from being a student to a staff member. He proclaimed, “I understand a lot 

of the things that were told to me in the academic realm and why it was needed or was 

successful. Being now that I’m on the inside and looking out I see that all things are done for a 

purpose in more of a structure that helps with life.” Although the main goal is to assist students 

with completing high school and entering a postsecondary institution, many of the endeavors and 

activities provided by TRIO programs also aid their participants in attaining life skills that will 

benefit them educationally, personally, culturally, and socially (Moore, 1996).  

Summary  

Chapter four presented information gleaned from interviewing nineteen former Upward 

Bound students and three current staff of the program. Five themes emerged through the data 



 

 

105

analysis, which were explained with their relation to the research questions of the study. The 

principal purpose of the study sought to determine how the Upward Bound Program at Stillman 

College prepares its participants to graduate from high school and be ready for college as it 

relates to the opportunity gap in the Black Belt area.  

The former students and current staff interviewed for this research contributed a great 

many perceptions about how Upward Bound affected the college readiness of its students as it 

related to the opportunity gap based on their personal encounters. Based on the analysis of the 

interviews, the researcher recognized a few patterns expressed by the participants. Both the 

former students and current staff acknowledged the strengths gained through the Upward Bound 

experience. Former students indicated their college readiness skills were positively impacted by 

the various educational and cultural activities provided by the Stillman College Upward Bound 

Program. The staff also attested to their beliefs and observations about how Upward Bound 

activities also had an effect on the opportunity gap by aiding the students with gaining more 

access to information, experiences, and colleges. The views conveyed by the research 

participants indicated that the Stillman College Upward Bound Program had a direct influence 

on the students’ transition from high school to college. The themes emphasized through the data 

analysis indicated that career day activities, tutorial sessions, the Bridge program, college tours, 

and increased awareness along with staff support, were able to address the four major research 

questions of the study.  With the support and activities provided to assist Upward Bound 

students, the goal of decreasing the opportunity gap for low-income and first-generation students 

in certain Black Belt areas can be influenced through participation in the Stillman College 

Upward Bound Program. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

The need for students to become well prepared for college admissions has been a matter 

of concern for many years. Some high schools have not adequately prepared students with the 

knowledge and/or ability to apply to and successfully complete a program of postsecondary 

education, leading to a gap in the ability of low-income and first-generation students’ gaining 

access to college (Opportunity Gap, n.d.; Patrick, 2015; Paulino, 2015). The goal of pre-college 

programs is to encourage college entry, especially for students who may be unlikely to enter 

(Federal TRIO Programs, 2013).  Specifically, the Upward Bound Program was examined to 

investigate how its activities might be related to the opportunity gap as the program prepares its 

participants to graduate from high school and be ready for college. Therefore, the insights gained 

from this qualitative study may be able to add to the dialogue about practices to improve college 

readiness skills that might aid the opportunity gap through the college preparatory program 

Upward Bound. 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to investigate the experiences of former 

students from low-income and potential first-generation backgrounds who participated in 

Upward Bound as well as current staff to determine the relation of college readiness to the 

opportunity gap in the Black Belt area. In addressing the academic, social, and cultural needs of 

low-income and first-generation students, this qualitative study was framed using the theory of 

community cultural wealth by Tara J. Yosso (2005). Based on the data analysis, several 



 

 

107

implications were made using the themes that emerged from the data: career day activities, 

tutoring, Bridge program, college tours, and awareness and staff support. Additionally, 

recommendations for future research were presented that could help garner more insights about 

the college preparatory program Upward Bound.  

This research study concentrated on the Stillman College Upward Bound Program from 

the viewpoint of former students and current staff of the program. The researcher’s close 

affiliation to the Program aided the process since she was aware of the guidelines of the Program 

and had knowledge about the former students as well. The researcher examined former Stillman 

College Upward Bound students and current staff to determine how this Upward Bound Program 

offered the activities, assistance, and experiences to its students that may have influenced 

bridging the opportunity gap in certain counties of the Black Belt area. The results portrayed the 

experiences of the research participants who were now college freshmen and sophomores as well 

as current staff members of the Upward Bound Program. The research findings suggested that 

the Stillman College Upward Bound Program positively impacted its students through the 

activities, awareness, and support provided by the staff. Based on some of the services provided 

by the program, students were able to obtain more assistance with classes they struggled with in 

order to help them complete high school and gain additional awareness about the requirements 

and information needed to access college. Through data analysis, five themes also developed, 

which included career day activities, tutoring, the Bridge program, college tours, and awareness 

of educational options and staff support, all of which aid students’ transition to college. The 

emergence of these themes also indicated the activities that have some of the most significant 

impact on the students’ lives as they seek to complete high school and attend postsecondary 

institutions. The identification of these activities contributes to the literature lacking about the 
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specific components of the Upward Bound Program that may aid efforts for school reform and 

other pre-collegiate programs (Gullatt & Jan, 2003; Gandara, 2001; Mahoney, 1998; Myers & 

Schirm, 1999).  

Discussion of Findings 

Research Question 1 

How do the services offered by the Upward Bound Program influence the development of the 

college readiness skills of its participants? 

Bridge program activities  

Based on the inquiries made with the research participants, the Bridge program and 

career day activities helped develop the college readiness skills of the students. The Bridge 

program is intended to facilitate transition from high school to college and postsecondary success 

by providing students with academic skills and social resources needed to succeed in academia 

(Murphy, Gaughan, Hume, & Moore Jr., 2010). Of the nineteen former students who were 

interviewed, fourteen explicitly stated that their experience with the Bridge component aided 

their readiness to take college courses and being more prepared for college. Tina stated, “I most 

definitely feel like Upward Bound prepared me for college, especially during the summer 

program when I took college classes…it helped me really get an idea of what college classes 

were like.” With the Upward Bound Bridge program, the participants indicated that their ability 

to live on campus, take college courses, and be with a group of other students who were going 

through the same process allowed them to get a grasp on what to expect once they went off to 

college. The participants reported that having to stay up late sometimes to finish assignments, 

then having to wake up on time on their own was beneficial to their ability to be ready for 

college. Also, some expressed that being away from home and not having their parents to depend 
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on helped them gain more responsibility. A few observed this difference between them and their 

college roommates. Jenny stated, “I was more prepared than my roommates now in college.” In 

addition, there were other experiences described by the participants that influenced their college 

readiness skills. Danny expressed feelings of being ready and not ready for college. He said, “I 

wasn’t ready because I felt like it was going to be kind of difficult being completely on my own 

and having to get used to the world by myself.” Then again, he stated that since he had support 

along the way, he would be able to handle this independence.  

When inquiries were made about whether the participants felt they were well prepared for 

college because of their Upward Bound participation, all nineteen stated they believed Upward 

Bound helped them in some way ranging from the Bridge component, staying in the residence 

halls, getting exposure to the college life, and many other experiences. Seemingly, the Upward 

Bound Program had a very significant impact on their college readiness skills. The participants 

were also asked how Upward Bound participation prepared them to be college ready. Some of 

the responses included the following benefits: 

• time management skills, 

• being responsible,  

• college classes, 

• fun activities,  

• increased comfort levels,  

• less fear with asking for help, and 

• balancing school and other activities.  
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 Public speaking 

Another skill some of the participants addressed was public speaking, which aided their 

linguistic capital (Yosso, 2005). Many of the students believed due to the expectations from the 

program staff to be prepared to speak and the multiple opportunities given to do so helped them 

decrease their nervousness and increase their communication skills, which has served them well 

with presentations in college now. When asked about how she felt Upward Bound services 

assisted students with their pursuit of and access to college, Ms. Cook commented, “I think it 

gives them a higher level of confidence because they know that through Upward Bound there is a 

support system and they feel more comfortable at least trying and even at some point willing to 

go outside of their boundary to dream more.” Gia thought the bridge experience was very 

valuable for her because she was around her peers who were also transitioning. She felt bridging 

prepared her a lot for college because she had the experience of staying up late to finish papers 

and study for exams, which really pushed her. When they are exposed to taking college courses 

on a college campus through college preparatory programs, students gain the hope that they can 

be successful on the postsecondary level (Gullat & Jan, 2003). Based on the participants’ 

responses, the Stillman College Upward Bound Program was able to help students feel they 

could do well in college. 

Career day activities 

Eleven of the nineteen former student participants interviewed stated that activities 

during career day programs helped them decide on majors or determine that those once 

considered were not the right fit. They also indicated that talking to these professionals and some 

of their teachers in Upward Bound helped them get a better understanding of what certain careers 

required or what options were available in that specific field. Derrick said, “I learned about my 
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chosen path through one of the career days while I was in Upward Bound and I was able to speak 

to one of the speech pathologist…and I researched it a bit more.” Some of the other former 

students also spoke about the research they conducted based on their experiences at career day 

events. After speaking to these different professionals, they gained the desire to learn more about 

the field that interested them the most. Additionally, some of the participants alluded to the 

conversations they had with Upward Bound teachers. They were able to gain motivation and 

insight from the teachers to follow their chosen path and also awareness of the various options 

that were available within these fields. 

College majors 

Although several of the participants did not initially learn about their majors in Upward 

Bound, the program did influence their choices when deciding what they would actually study in 

college. Many of them stated they already had an idea about what career they wanted to pursue 

based on personal preference or influence from family members and friends. However, once they 

received more information from the professionals during the career day programs in Upward 

Bound, they were able to make more informed decisions or actually realize the proper field that 

was associated with their interests. Ann referenced that she was able to choose between her two 

career choices based on talking to one of the women who presented at a career day event. Lori 

explained that Upward Bound helps the students become more self-aware so they can follow 

their passions. She, along with most of the other participants, thought that Upward Bound had a 

positive influence on her path to college. The current staff members noted that the career fairs 

and Bridge component were activities they believed impacted the college readiness skills of the 

students. Mr. Pitts stated, “I think just being exposed to those different jobs as well as the 

requirements gives them a jumpstart or an idea of anything college related.” Ms. Duncan 
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indicated that the mindsets of the students were influenced and the first-hand knowledge they 

receive through both of these activities helps them visualize themselves being successful in their 

majors and completing college so they could go on to live a different lifestyle from the ones in 

which they may have grown up.  

Research Question 2 

How do the participants perceive their experience in the Upward Bound Program increased or 

decreased their development of college readiness skills? 

 Though difficulties remain in preparing some students to be college ready once they 

graduate from high school, the research participants indicated they were more equipped for their 

transition due to their Upward Bound participation. Many of them believed being away from 

their parents, being a part of the Bridge program, taking the college courses, and getting a sense 

of independence increased their college readiness skills. Jenny indicated being ready to go away 

from home to start college would not have been possible without her Upward Bound experience. 

The participants said the sense of responsibility they gained from living on campus for the six-

week summer component was helpful in making them feel more comfortable once they got to 

college. Quite a few of the other participants even expressed that they were pushed out of their 

comfort zones, leading them to improve their skills in certain areas educationally and socially as 

well as assisted them with figuring out what they wanted to do after high school. Amy stated, 

“We were trained up to be ready for just about anything.” Janet and Derrick discussed how 

Upward Bound taught them to also have a back-up plan when dealing with particular situations. 

They expressed how this capability allowed them to improve their organizational and time 

management skills in completing assignments and other tasks.  

Academic preparation 
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Out of the nineteen former students who were interviewed none of them had to take any 

remedial courses once they began college. “Research indicates that students whose parents did 

not attend college are more likely than their non first-generation counterparts to be less 

academically prepared for college, to have less knowledge of how to apply for college and 

financial assistance, and to have more difficulty in acclimating themselves to college once they 

enroll” (Tym, McMillion, Barone, & Webster, 2004, p. 1). However, this situation does not seem 

to be the case with the participants from this research study. The participants indicated that 

through their Upward Bound experience they were ready to take college level courses, felt more 

prepared than other students at their school who were not in the program, were able to get more 

academic assistance, and were exposed to different places and activities that enhanced their 

college readiness skills. Lori said, “The experience and exposure that I had to what was to come, 

so after I graduated I knew that I had the tools that I needed to go forth and be successful and 

achieve the goals I had set for myself.”  

 Additionally, several of the participants referenced how being able to talk to their 

teachers and professors gave them a better idea of what to expect from classes once they began 

college. They felt they had an enhanced perception about some of the expectations with the rigor 

of courses and how to format essays, and for some experience with taking online classes. 

Anthony alluded to the knowledge he gained about the pace of work in college and managing 

himself to get the work done on time or when he could take breaks. Some of the participants 

talked about how the requirements from their teachers and the structure of their classes aided 

them with dealing with different class sizes and acclimating to various teaching styles once they 

entered college. Ms. Cook discussed how the teachers might incorporate small groups or whole 

group instruction by implementing different strategies to facilitate learning for students on a 



 

 

114

range of levels. Based on what the former students reported, techniques like these aided their 

adaptability to the professors and classes in college. 

Transition from high school 

Some of the experiences the students had in Upward Bound were credited with preparing 

the participants for their transition after high school. These activities included the cultural trips, 

time management, having college credits earned through the Bridge program, staying on campus, 

public speaking, building confidence, moving out of comfort zones, the Bridge program, and 

many more. Eva stated that she also learned a lot from the discipline of the program. In that 

regard, Ms. Duncan said, “They have to meet certain standards” in order to partake in some of 

the activities offered by the program. She expressed that due to the rules and standards the 

students are held to, the students feel it is a privilege to take part in Upward Bound and have 

access to the services that are provided. 

Research Question 3 

How does participation in the program shape students’ pursuit of and acceptance into college? 

 The goal of pre-college programs is to encourage college entry, especially for students 

who may be unlikely to enter (Swail & Perna, n.d.). Stillman College’s Upward Bound Program 

purports this same goal for its students. In the fifty plus years this program has been in existence, 

their objective has not changed even though the methods to achieve their goal may have. Based 

on the interviews with current staff of the program, the researcher was able to glean information 

about how the program activities offered impacted the students. When asked about which 

activities they believed had an effect on the opportunity gap and college readiness, all three of 

the staff discussed various aspects of the program they felt were most beneficial. Some of the 

activities included were ACT preparation, group counseling, career days, tutoring, 
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cultural/educational trips, college tours, and some others. The staff expressed that exposing the 

students to these range of activities would help fulfill some of the inadequacies associated with 

the opportunity gap and the students’ ability to be ready for college. Ms. Duncan thought that 

when the students are able to experience many of the amenities associated with the trips the 

students get a sense “they can have access to a life like this as well.” Even some of the former 

students commented that the experiences from the cultural trips they were able to take helped 

them with their transition to college. The staff relayed that on these trips the students are given 

the chance to take college tours so they can see what is available on different campuses. These 

tours also provided them with new information and insights about majors, financial aid, tuition 

fees, scholarships, and other topics associated with college. 

Test preparation and tutoring 

In an effort to prepare the students to gain college entry, the program also offers ACT 

preparation. Mr. Pitts explained that he received feedback from the students about how beneficial 

one of the bootcamps was to students in gaining a better grasp of how to improve their test-

taking skills. He said many of the students talked about their desire to increase their scores and 

felt the ACT Bootcamp was helpful with them learning new techniques to use when they take the 

ACT for the first time or again before they graduate. Ms. Cook stated that the preparation for the 

ACT was one of the main activities offered by Upward Bound to get students ready for college. 

 In addition to this preparation, Upward Bound provides tutoring to its students. The 

former students stated they were able to obtain extra assistance with their work from high school 

by attending the Upward Bound classes in the academic component. Through her experience, 

Judy expressed she was able to obtain help from different teachers in subjects she struggled with 

“and biology became one of my favorite topics to do.” Megan also explained that she was able to 
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improve her skills in math and English due to the tutorial assistance she received. She 

commented that staying close with her teachers helped her gain a better understanding of the 

subjects. Kelly backed up Megan’s sentiments by saying she gained more comprehension in her 

classes that was not provided at her high school. Program staff assessing the students’ skills 

appeared to be influential in improving academic learning and success in students (Hummel, 

1969; Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2005; Hsiao, 1992). Mr. Pitts stated, “The students are 

grouped in courses based off of what they feel they need help in and those courses tend to mirror 

what they are taking at their high school.” He expounded on how the staff encouraged the 

students continuously to ask for any additional help they may need in order for the program to 

provide them with the best services to fit their needs. 

Program activities 

When discussing the activities they felt had been most successful with aiding college 

readiness, again the staff offered varying answers. Ms. Cook indicated “the cultural experiences 

because the learning goes beyond the classroom and the students are exposed to other 

activities…that give them a holistic view of learning.” She expressed that the different tours and 

visits they take on these trips give them a view of other lifestyles that may be different from their 

own. Ms. Duncan had an interesting perception about how she thought the activities aided the 

students with college readiness. She stated that the different programs offered during the summer 

component allow the students to improve their social skills, challenge their comfort levels, and 

help them overcome their fears. She said that since college is filled with many unknowns, the 

activities during the summer have that same effect. They help the students face different 

struggles while in high school so when they get to college, they already have some of the coping 

mechanisms in place to help them overcome some of these challenges. Mr. Pitts talked about the 
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networking aspect of college and how the Upward Bound activities try to incorporate events that 

will aid with students’ social growth and development. He stated, “We try to make sure our 

students are socially aware and just involved because that helps out with their ability to 

network.” He indicated this skill would be good for them in the future when it comes to 

employment later on and working with others. College access programs strive to equip students 

with the social capital they need in order to enroll on college (Perna, 2002). “To develop this 

social capital, programs generally provide a series of interventions that emphasize not only 

academic preparation, but the development of attitudes and beliefs about college that will result 

in a positive college enrollment outcome” (Gullatt & Jan, p. 5). The activities identified by the 

current staff appear to deliver not only the academic elements, but also the cultural and social 

measures designed to aid the growth of students so they can gain college entry.     

Research Question 4 

How does participation in the program connect the opportunity gap from high school to college 

for students in specific areas of the Black Belt? 

 Many of the different variations associated with the opportunity gap can contribute to 

students’ lower educational success and completion. Researchers believed that “supplementing 

the K-12 curricula through extra-curriculars, wraparound student support, [and] tutoring…” 

could equalize opportunity for underprivileged students (Saguaro Seminar, p. 9).  The 

information given by the current staff of the Stillman College Upward Bound Program lead to 

the premise that this program provides the supplemental interventions needed to help alleviate 

the opportunity gap for students in this Black Belt region. When the staff were asked about 

specific activities they felt assist with this effort, the responses ranged from classroom 

engagement, cultural awareness, instruction by highly qualified teachers, tutoring, and academic 
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advisement. The staff indicated that the combination of these intercessions allowed the program 

to deliver services to the students to help them become successful academically. Mr. Pitts said, 

“Being that we are the jumpstart for those students who aren’t comfortable or confident in their 

idea of going to college,” the Bridge component serves as a gateway for them. The former 

students even spoke about how much the Bridge program helped them feel ready to take college 

courses. Danny expressed, “The college level was a bit difficult to get a handle on at first, but I 

felt like I was prepared after taking courses here in Upward Bound.” Eva also credited her 

participation in the Bridge program in Upward Bound with her becoming more confident in her 

ability to handle college classes. The participants indicated the classes, activities, and 

responsibilities of the Bridge component increased their comfort levels in being ready to take 

college level courses. Megan stated before the Bridge part of Upward Bound, she was not ready 

to take college classes because she did not know what to expect. The Bridge program seemed to 

be the catalyst for the former students to gain the exposure and resources they needed to diminish 

the gap for them. 

Qualified personnel 

While the Bridge component played a major role in these students’ academic endeavors, 

having qualified teachers and college professors available to instruct classes was also a major 

factor. In an effort “to develop these skills and gain this exposure, educationally and 

economically disadvantaged students face a complicated set of challenges in their homes, 

communities, and schools which can limit their opportunity to engage in curriculum that builds 

their intellectual capacity” (Gullatt & Jan, p. 23). The instructors and activities in the Upward 

Bound Program are there to help eliminate some of the academic obstacles the students face at 

their high schools. Ms. Cook stated, “They are instructed by high school teachers who are highly 
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qualified and have master’s degrees and even college instructors” who are able to “accommodate 

students of various needs.” Mya and Judy talked about how the teachers helped them to succeed 

academically and to figure out what they wanted to do in life. The conversations with and 

assistance from their instructors in Upward Bound influenced them by providing the information 

and skills they lacked from high school.  

Technology access 

Ms. Duncan spoke about how the Upward Bound Program supplied the bridge students 

with a laptop to use during the six-week summer component. She said, “The students know that 

once they start the college classes, they will have a computer of their own and it also teaches 

them to be responsible and take care of their belongings.” She indicated this use of technology in 

and out of the classroom not only helps them be college ready, but also helps them gain more 

responsibility. Nina felt after bridging from Upward Bound that she looked at life differently and 

realized she was not a child anymore, so she would have to make better decisions. The students 

in the Stillman College Upward Bound Program were given more access to and participation in 

activities that were related to college. This program provided the preparation the students said 

they needed to be successful in their transition from high school to college. Tina said, “I think I 

made a good decision to bridge out of Upward Bound…which helped benefit me to be better and 

to get the help I wanted.”  

Awareness and advisement 

Along with the aforementioned activities, cultural awareness and academic advisement 

were said to play a role in the services rendered by Upward Bound to bridge the opportunity gap. 

Since many of the issues faced by students in lower socioeconomic levels stem from the lack of 

educational opportunities they are afforded in their schools and communities, the Stillman 
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College Upward Bound Program has strived to be a resource to help their students thrive despite 

their circumstances (Paulino, 2015). Ms. Duncan expressed the students’ families’ economic 

background, being first-generation, and living in rural areas may cause them to have a “mindset 

that maybe they cannot achieve like other people are achieving.” However, she also pointed out 

that when the students begin in Upward Bound, their advisors step in to help the students 

overcome some of the adversities they may face. Mr. Pitts also discussed the counseling sessions 

held with the students as a group and individually. He stated these sessions are an effort to make 

the students feel more comfortable with discussing their issues and getting positive feedback so 

they can become more confident, knowledgeable, and comfortable with asking questions and 

seeking assistance. Mya said that the group counseling sessions were great for her and provided 

her with some of the help she needed as she progressed through high school. Tina said the 

Upward Bound staff helped her overcome some of her fears with being away from home and 

shaped her to be a better student. Lori proclaimed, “The Upward Bound staff and teachers were 

very, very supportive; they were almost like a second family.” She said she was able to become 

more open and competent in her academics. Ms. Cook also reported that Upward Bound 

provides a support system for the students that helps increase their confidence.  

Along with the increased confidence, the students are given the opportunity to partake in 

activities and trips that enhance their cultural awareness as well. Differences from the 

opportunity gap can be seen in the “exposure and resources in the form of classroom materials, 

books, field trips, technology, and experienced teachers” (Patrick, p. 2). Mr. Pitts said the 

program tries to ensure that the students are well rounded by providing them with knowledge 

about the culture around them. Additionally, Ms. Duncan talked about how Upward Bound 

travels to different states/places in order to show the students something distinctive outside of 
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their communities. She said, “I think exposing them to environments like that will help fill the 

opportunity gap.” The former students agreed that the trips they were able to take helped them 

explore other areas they may not have had the chance to see without being a part of the Upward 

Bound Program. These cultural experiences/trips allowed the students to gain “a holistic view” 

according to Ms. Cook. Since students need to be better educated inside and outside of the 

classroom, Upward Bound’s ability to show them people, places, and things in other areas allows 

them more access to and participation in activities that positively impact the students’ 

educational aspirations, achievement, and attainment (Opportunity gap, n.d.).  

Overarching Query 

This study sought to make determinations about how the Upward Bound Program at 

Stillman College prepares its participants to graduate from high school and be ready for college 

as it relates to the opportunity gap in the Black Belt area. Through the analysis of the data from 

twenty-two participants, the researcher was able to present background information and themes 

to show how this particular program arranged its services to help students be college ready and 

decrease the opportunity gap in the Black Belt. Through the interview protocol, inquiries were 

made about the experiences of the research participants with this program. Based on their 

reports, the study was able to furnish insights about the Stillman College Upward Bound 

Program’s positive influence on its students through its delivery of educational, cultural, and 

social activities. Therefore, the perceptions gained from this qualitative study can add to the 

dialogue about practices that can aid the opportunity gap through the college preparatory 

program Upward Bound.  

Based on the information gained from the interviews, the results indicate that all nineteen 

of the former Upward Bound students were able to improve their college readiness skills through 



 

 

122

their participation in the Stillman College Upward Bound Program. Although they were given 

more information, resources, and access, the students also had some attributes within themselves 

that assisted with their Upward Bound experience. Using Yosso’s (2005) theory of community 

cultural wealth, the researcher was able to gain perceptions about the participants’ personal 

characteristics. Inquiries made provided information about the traits the participants learned 

through family, school, or other personal experiences. Some of these distinctions included the 

following: comfort with talking to others, friendliness, motivation, dedication, patience, 

confidence, getting along well with others, study habits, curiosity, openness to growth and trying 

new things, kindness, respect for adults, outspokenness, determination, work ethic, organization, 

and time management. Even though they already possessed these aptitudes, over half of them 

reported that through their Upward Bound experience these skills were improved. All of the 

former students are people of color, which further inspired the use of Yosso’s (2005) theory. 

Yosso (2005) posits that minority students are not deficit in certain academic and social areas, 

but rather students possess several strengths based on the teachings from their families and 

communities where they grew up. The students in Upward Bound may not have been afforded 

the same opportunities as their more affluent peers; however, the community cultural wealth they 

possess along with their Upward Bound experience gives the impression to have assisted them 

with overcoming the obstacles they faced as they sought to enter college. As a fellow TRIO 

colleague suggested, the students served in Upward Bound are not at-risk; they are at-potential. 

The research participants demonstrated they had the wherewithal to withstand the struggles they 

faced by using their strengths and participation in the Stillman College Upward Bound Program 

to overcome difficulties associated with the opportunity gap in the Black Belt area. The current 

staff were able to surmise that through the various activities provided by Upward Bound, the 
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students’ college readiness skills improved and aided them with greater access to postsecondary 

options.  

Implications for Educational Practice 

 The implications for secondary and postsecondary professionals stem from the themes 

that were recognized during data analysis. The five themes are career day activities, tutoring, 

Bridge program, college tours, and awareness and staff support. Also, using the strengths of the 

students to facilitate their progress is essential for impacting college readiness and the 

opportunity gap. By using the Upward Bound Program as a frame of reference, other educational 

pre-college programs and services can “provide student[s] with high potential but limited 

resources the support necessary to reach [their] individual academic goals, including college 

admission and enrollment” (Gullatt & Jan, p. 9). In reaction to the distress students face, 

proponents from secondary and postsecondary institutions should consider implementing the 

activities noted in this study.  

Career day activities 

The first implication involves career day activities. From the descriptions given by the 

research participants, these activities are different from a typical career fair where individuals are 

able to go to numerous tables to find out about job openings. The activities described pertained 

more to getting the chance to talk with certain professionals for an extended period of time to 

find out what the field entailed, what the college requirements were, and the types of jobs that 

may be available. The students were able to ask in-depth questions so they could get a better idea 

about possibly pursuing a major in that field. Like Jackson (1988), this study suggests that 

students need to be granted more access to and participation in activities or programs related to 

college. Therefore, instead of only having colleges or professionals set up tables of information 
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for a career fair, students need to be able to have more one-on-one and in-depth conversations 

with these individuals in order to gain a better understanding of their areas of interest (Gurin, 

Nada, & Zuniga, 2013). The study suggests schools and other pre-college programs set aside a 

time for workshop sessions or mentoring opportunities as opposed to a career fair to instigate 

these conversations for the students (Gullatt & Jan, 2003). Adding similar activities can aid 

administrators in high schools or other pre-college programs with increasing the chance of 

success for students from disadvantaged backgrounds as they move from high school to college. 

Research has shown that higher percentages of minorities who participate in programs that 

encourage college entry actually attend college as opposed to those who do not participate in 

such programs (Farrell, 1987; Hoffman, 2003; Rodriguez, 2003; Smith, 1997).    

Tutoring 

The second implication is tutoring−staff assessing the students’ skills appears to be 

influential in improving academic learning and success in students (Hummel, 1969; Braxton, 

Hirschy, & McClendon, 2005; Hsiao, 1992). There are many accounts showing that numerous 

assessments are given in secondary education to determine if the students have reached certain 

milestones. However, in addition to the instruction provided to be successful on such 

assessments, students may also need extra tutoring in some subject areas. Some students read 

below their grade levels; and among those who can read, they may often fail to comprehend the 

text (Echevarria & Graves, 2007). Therefore, as suggested by the research participants, tutorial 

assistance is needed in order to help students gain a better understanding in subjects they struggle 

with at school. Schools and pre-college programs should offer extra tutorial assistance, thus 

increasing the likelihood that the student will pass the class and have the skills necessary to go to 

the next level of education in college (Stephens, Hamedani & Destin, 2014). However, 
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overwhelming proportions of students who do not receive additional academic intervention 

services continue to drop out of high school, and consequently decrease the probability of 

obtaining a college diploma or certificate (TRIO, n.d.). Consequently, high school administrators 

should consider adding a similar component into their curricula to aid high school completion 

and graduation rates (Best practices for supporting low-income, first-generation college students, 

2015).  Adding a tutorial component is an effort that assists students who are having difficulties 

to acquire educational and other reinforcements needed to gain the skills and aptitudes necessary 

for college entry (Best practices for supporting. . ., 2015). Also, researchers should continue to 

delve into how tutorial services can impact the success of students throughout their high school 

matriculation, potentially leading to higher graduation rates (Payne, 2007).   

Bridge program 

Implication three is the Bridge program− these programs are intended to facilitate 

transition from high school to college and support postsecondary success by providing students 

with academic skills and social resources needed to succeed in academia (Murphy, Gaughan, 

Hume, & Moore Jr., 2010). The research participants indicated that the skills, knowledge, and 

assistance they were given during this part of their Upward Bound experience greatly improved 

their comfort level in taking college courses, eased their transition to college, and boosted their 

college readiness skills. “The process of initiating parents and students to the common pitfalls of 

the college environment is especially important “to students’ ability to access and remain in 

postsecondary institutions (Murphy et. al, p. 75). The study recommends more colleges, 

universities, and other pre-college programs should consider adding a bridge component for 

incoming freshmen during the summer after high school graduation. When they are exposed to 

taking college courses on a college campus through college preparatory programs, students gain 
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the hope that they can be successful on the postsecondary level (Gullatt & Jan, 2003). The 

experience of being with other students who, like them, are taking college classes for the first 

time and having the support of staff during the summer before the fall semester can help ease the 

fears, anxieties, and questions low-income and first-generation college students may face as they 

enter college for the first time (Cushman, 2006). Using the services provided through a summer 

bridge program could help students and parents with common concerns (tuition, FAFSA, 

housing arrangement, food plans, class load, etc.) among underrepresented students to enroll in 

and complete a program of postsecondary education (Thayer, 2000). This effort can increase the 

possibility that students will be more suitably prepared for postsecondary education and degree 

attainment. Although some research has been done on bridge programs, the specific aspects of 

the bridge programs can be explored further to gain more perceptions about what areas work best 

(Murphy, et. al, 2010; Farmer-Hinton, 2003; Gullatt & Jan, 2008). 

College tours 

The fourth implication entails college tours− college access programs strive to equip students 

with the social capital they need in order to enroll in college (Perna, 2002). “To develop this 

social capital, programs generally provide a series of interventions that emphasize not only 

academic preparation, but the development of attitudes and beliefs about college that will result 

in a positive college enrollment outcome” (Gullatt & Jan, p. 5). Exposing students to touring 

different colleges can expand their outlook about the requirements needed for each institution. 

This experience can motivate the students’ mindset that college is attainable and feasible. 

Literature indicates that programs ought to incorporate a mentor component using college 

students or graduates, college tours, access to college applications and financial aid assistance, 

and some type of activities at a postsecondary institution (Grimard & Maddaus, 2004; Jacobsen, 
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2004). The research participants discussed how vital these tours were in helping the students see 

college as a viable option. Their comfort level with asking questions and finding out which 

schools offered the majors they desired were influenced by having the opportunity to take 

college tours. Even if college preparatory programs or high schools cannot afford to visit various 

colleges, the researcher suggests they should at least consider asking more college 

representatives to come visit with their students or video conference with them so they will still 

have the opportunity to learn more by asking questions, obtaining applications, and seeing what 

the colleges have to offer. The more access to colleges that students receive increases the 

likelihood of them attending and finishing (Arellano, 2002). The researcher proposes to other 

pre-college programs and secondary schools that more opportunities to explore various colleges 

and universities through physical and virtual tours be added as a means to help students make 

more informed decisions about the colleges they will attend (Brown, 2010). 

Awareness and staff support 

Lastly, implication five is awareness and staff support− this precept intends to “motivate 

and support students from disadvantaged backgrounds in the pursuit of a college degree” (What 

is TRIO, n.d.). If the students are able to gain awareness of academic, cultural, educational, and 

social activities, the potential of their endeavors to apply, attend, and complete college is 

enhanced. The need for this awareness and staff support can be connected to the fact that most 

low-income students do not have a parent who has a college degree (Payne, 2007). Therefore, the 

parents do not have the necessary information to provide to their children to aid their enrollment 

in college. This information gap leads to the need for the staff and administrators at secondary 

and postsecondary institutions to provide the support and information the students need to take 

advantage of the benefits a college education can offer. Research has shown that higher 
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percentages of minorities who participate in programs that encourage college entry actually 

attend college as opposed to those who do not participate in such programs (Farrell, 1987; 

Hoffman, 2003; Rodriguez, 2003; Smith, 1997). The former students specified that the attention, 

awareness, and encouragement they received from Upward Bound staff were significant to their 

education, growth, and advancement. The staff provide tutorials, workshops, and other activities 

to aid the students’ awareness of academic, cultural, educational, and social experiences that may 

not exist at their schools, within their community, or through other accessible possibilities 

(McElroy & Armesto, 1998; U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). The researcher recommends 

high school teachers, counselors, administrators, and pre-college program staff do more to assist 

their students as early as the ninth grade with college entry by providing more resources and 

support to help the students gain the knowledge, information, and skills needed to pursue 

postsecondary education (McDonough, 1997). Suggested for use by secondary and pre-college 

staff is individual appraisal as “an attempt to accumulate and interpret as much information as 

possible about the student, to provide as much information as possible to the student and to the 

staff, and to promote better understanding of individual needs” (Hummel, p. 1). Specifically, 

staff should conduct structured and unstructured interviews, administer a needs assessment 

instrument, review students’ records, observe students’ behavior, and interview faculty and/or  

administrators in an attempt to ascertain the students’ needs, social support system, 

psychological profile, academic needs, and role expectations, along with their abilities, interests, 

skills, achievements, and short- and long-term goals (Moore, 1996). Staff can use these measures 

to assist students in developing ongoing intervention strategies specific to the students, which 

can aid their achievement. Additionally, more research can be done concerning the effects of 

how awareness and staff support from pre-college programs or secondary schools can be 
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examined to yield more understanding of the impact they may have on students’ college access 

and readiness (Klugman & Butler, 2006). 

All five implications denoted can be considered using the strengths-based approach of 

community cultural wealth. The students who come from low-income and/or first-generation 

backgrounds already possess some characteristics from intrapersonal and interpersonal 

interactions. Staff and administrators from high schools and college preparatory programs should 

perform a self-check to ensure they are not upholding negative assumptions about students’ 

capabilities based on their backgrounds, which can lead to continuous difficulties and 

educational gaps faced by students. Approaching these tasks from the outlook of considering 

students’ advantages and what knowledge and skills they currently possess rather than from 

areas of deficiency can aid secondary education and pre-college staff and administrators in 

providing services based on the person not circumstance. Students may have heard or seen 

enough about what they cannot be or do, so they should be afforded the chance to be envisioned 

as who they are and what they bring with them that can lead to their academic and personal 

success at the postsecondary level (Greenwald, 2012). 

Recommendations for Future Research 

The research findings and implications suggest the need for further study on how participation in 

an Upward Bound Program affects college readiness and the opportunity gap. Based on this 

recommendation, the following suggestions are proposed: 

1) Since this study took the qualitative approach, future studies could examine this topic 

from a quantitative standpoint. This approach could provide different information by 

using large random samples rather than the purposive sampling used in this study. The 
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results from a quantitative study could determine to what extent the services provided by 

Upward Bound impact college readiness and the opportunity gap. 

2) A qualitative study of various Upward Bound Programs across other states in the Black 

Belt area could be researched to make determinations about the same content as this 

study. Also, a study of the other Upward Bound Programs in the Black Belt area of 

Alabama may yield more information about the impact of program services on students 

who are not minorities.  

3) Another qualitative study could research other aspects dealing with college access for the 

Stillman College Upward Bound Program or other Upward Bound Programs. Other areas 

to be explored could be career readiness, effects of dual enrollment, financial challenges, 

and access to rigorous coursework, among others. A study like either of these could 

provide comparison results between the programs at other institutions. 

4) Lastly, instead of focusing on former students who are in college, a qualitative study of 

those who have not yet graduated from high school and participate in Upward Bound 

could be considered. This approach could be beneficial in providing more insights on 

their Upward Bound experience before they bridge out of the program. 

Bridging the gap 

Due to the gap in the ability of low-income and first-generation students to gain access to 

college, the Upward Bound Program was used in this study as a potential approach to help 

alleviate the struggles these students face academically, socially, and/or personally (Opportunity 

Gap, n.d.; Patrick, 2015; Paulino, 2015). As suggested by the Saguaro Seminar (2016), 

researchers believed that “supplementing the K-12 curricula through extracurriculars, 

wraparound student support, [and] tutoring…” could equalize opportunity for underprivileged 
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students (p.9). The Stillman College Upward Bound Program has shown its capacity to be 

considered as being a part of the interventions used to aid students with college readiness. 

Although some intercessions have been set in place for students who struggle 

academically, the efforts must continue. “Despite the improvement in the academic performance 

of minorities, there remains a substantial gap between the academic preparation of white and 

minority students” (Jackson, p. 59). This gap leads to more difficulties for underrepresented 

students in the areas of awareness and access to college resources due to having 

impoverished/failing schools, curricula, and teachers. In an effort to close this gap, the Stillman 

College Upward Bound Program provided services to address the growing needs of its secondary 

students who had the desire to complete a postsecondary degree. These students were given more 

access to and participation in activities or programs related to college (Jackson, 1988). Adding 

these opportunities to the students’ skills sets can increase the chances of their success from high 

school to college. The students were given the opportunity to be better educated inside and 

outside of the classroom by participating in Upward Bound. If a student has better preparation, 

he/she can have greater chances of success in accessing and completing college. Research has 

shown that higher percentages of minorities who participate in programs that encourage college 

entry actually attend college as opposed to those who do not participate in such programs 

(Farrell, 1987; Hoffman, 2003; Rodriguez, 2003; Smith, 1997). However, it is not simply the 

program participation that aids these students; they also must be educated about the self-control 

and altruism necessary in accomplishing personal triumph  (Jackson, 1988). The Stillman 

College Upward Bound Program seemed to equip their students to be able to take advantage of 

the various options available to them. The aspirational capital students gained allowed them to 

maintain their desires to attend college despite some of the barriers they faced (Yosso, 2005). 
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In an effort to improve the development and educational outcomes of students from low-

income backgrounds, “intervention programs are needed that provide enriching environments 

and enable children and families to develop patterns of positive interactions that can be sustained 

throughout children’s education” (Engle & Black, pp. 251-252). As reported by the former 

Upward Bound students, the Bridge program experience was one that helped ease their journey 

into college. The Bridge program affected the students’ social capital because they had support 

from their peers and the staff during this component. The students indicated their experience 

with taking college classes early, living on a college campus, and getting the exposure to college 

life greatly benefitted their transition from high school to college. The Stillman College Upward 

Bound Program provided the resources and support and improved the skills the students needed 

to be college ready and gain college entry. 

Not only does the Stillman College Upward Bound Program help bridge the gap of 

educational opportunities for its students, but it also allows them to build upon the personal 

strengths they already possessed. Lori expressed that her “willingness to grow as a person and to 

embrace the [Upward Bound] experience” allowed her to flourish both socially and 

academically. The other former participants also described some of their strengths that aided 

their growth and development as they progressed through the program. Some of them included 

motivation, study habits, confidence, respect for self and others, patience, and public speaking. 

Although the students in the Stillman College Upward Bound Program may not have been 

afforded the same opportunities as their more affluent peers, the community cultural wealth they 

possessed assisted them in overcoming the obstacles they faced as they sought to enter college.  
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Summary 

The usefulness of community cultural wealth for this study stemmed from the outlook of 

considering former Upward Bound students’ advantages and what they already possessed rather 

than the areas they may have been lacking. As opposed to looking at the students who come from 

a low-income or first-generation background as at-risk, Yosso’s (2005) theory provided the lens 

to see the students as at-potential. The resistant capital the former students believed in stemmed 

from some of the values instilled in them by their families. The students did not view themselves 

as at-risk but appreciated the opportunity to participate in Upward Bound in order to get the 

assistance and exposure to activities that aided their transition from high school to college. If the 

students can dare to dream about the possibilities for their futures, then efforts can be made to 

help them work to achieve their goals. 

As a testament to the positive influence that the Stillman College Upward Bound 

Program had on its students, the following are a few of the comments the participants made: 

“I feel that Upward Bound is a great program and it really can help students with their future.” 

−Ann 

“Upward Bound is the best thing that could happen to a student.” −Keith 

“I loved it; it was very helpful; and I would do it again if I could.” −Amy 

“I feel as if it should be an opportunity for more children because it is a great experience.” −Gia 

“It was just really a great experience for me and it helped me a lot in broadening my horizons.” 

−Kelly 

It is evident by the aforementioned statements that the Stillman College Upward Bound Program 

offered its students an environment that incites growth, positivity, and hope for the future. The 

participants were able to improve themselves during high school, obtain assistance with college 



 

 

134

entrance, and overcome some of the hardships they faced educationally, personally, and/or 

socially as they participated in the Stillman College Upward Bound Program.  

Addendums to community cultural wealth  

The students in this study were all African American and attended an Upward Bound 

Program located at an HBCU. Therefore, their culture, type of support, and personal experiences 

differ from the Latino/a students examined by Yosso (2005). The former students discussed 

many aspects about the career day activities and tutorials that positively affected their career 

aspirations and academics. It should be noted that most of the professionals at career day and the 

teachers who taught the tutorial classes were usually African American, possibly suggesting that 

having professionals who look like the students can help them imagine themselves being 

successful after college, too. The researcher suggests that exposing students to successful 

individuals who come from their racial background can help instill a form of cultural dignity 

capital, which adds another component to the community cultural wealth theory. Cultural dignity 

capital can be viewed as appreciating the accomplishments of others from one’s own 

racial/cultural background that he/she would want to emulate. Usually HBCU’s are known for 

their culture of a predominately black student population, nurturing environment, and smaller 

classroom settings (Best value schools, n.d.; Why choose an HBCU, n.d.). Students at HBCU’s 

tend to be able to have more one-on-one interactions with their professors. Due to the rather 

small roster (132) of predominately African American students in the Stillman College Upward 

Bound Program, the students seem to be able to get the same level of support from staff and 

smaller group classroom settings that are typical at many HBCU’s (Best value schools, n.d.; 

Why choose an HBCU, n.d.). The former students were exposed to people and surroundings that 

could stimulate their personal growth, academic accomplishment, and upward mobility. 
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 Moreover, the researcher suggests that students from the Stillman College Upward Bound 

Program achieved infallible connections and were able to relate on a deeper level during their 

time in the program, which is linked to social capital (Yosso, 2005). Adding an additional 

element to community cultural wealth, the researcher suggests that relational capital entails the 

associations students were able to build with their peers and staff that helped them persevere 

through their circumstances. The students discussed how going through the Bridge program with 

others the students had participated with for years and who were also going through similar 

struggles helped motivate them to do well. In addition, some of the bonds the students made with 

the staff combined with the camaraderie of the other students in the program made the students 

feel like they were part of a family. The ability to create relationships with others who are in 

similar situations while being in a supportive environment nurtured by staff assisted the former 

students with making a successful transition from high school to college. 

Ties to community cultural wealth  

Through the examinations and discussion of findings of the former students and current 

staff of the Stillman College Upward Bound Program, it is evident how community cultural 

shaped many of the skills the former students already possessed and the activities offered by the 

Upward Bound Program. All six forms of capital from community cultural wealth could be 

connected to the personal experiences of the former students with regard to their familial 

influences and participation in various activities offered by the Stillman College Upward Bound 

Program. Based on the responses provided by the former students, community cultural wealth 

had an impact on the participants and aided their personal, social, and academic growth. The 

applicability of the theory can be seen through the Bridge program (social capital), individual 

family values (resistant capital), various options made available through Upward Bound 
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(aspirational capital), public speaking endeavors (linguistic capital), family influence on career 

choices (familial capital), and college tours and other cultural activities (navigational capital). 

The six forms of capital presented by Yosso (2005) yielded correlations to the experiences the 

former students described about their lives and participation in the Stillman College Upward 

Bound Program as they sought to be college ready. The researcher made inquiries about the 

experiences or characteristics the former students believed they already benefitted from that may 

have assisted them through Upward Bound and transitioning to college. Additional insights were 

gained from other explorations during the research process, which have been described 

throughout this chapter. The former Upward Bound students were perceived from the strengths-

based perspective provided by Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth. The researcher was 

able to add two additional components of capital as it pertained to participation in an Upward 

Bound Program at an HBCU, the race of the research participants, and the former students’ 

involvement in the Bridge program. Hopefully, the insights provided from the study will aid the 

efforts of other educational access programs as they seek to assist their students’ academic 

pursuits. 

Meeting student need 

In an effort to continue to improve upon the plight recognized by President Johnson in 

1964, services provided by pre-college TRIO programs, especially Upward Bound are integral to 

fulfilling the needs of minority students who are low-income and first-generation. No matter 

what backgrounds students come from, the time is always right to do whatever possible to assist 

students to become even more successful than they can imagine. By using some of the examples 

set forth by the Stillman College Upward Bound Program, educators can better serve students 

when they view them as at-potential. The possibilities are limitless when educators take the time 
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to see students as individuals with strengths rather than with a label attached to them 

(Greenwald, 2012). Educational personnel should take the time to see individual students for 

who they are and what they bring and then meet them where they are; only then can students  

possibly make great strides in the path to overcoming the obstacles associated with the 

opportunity gap, which can lead to improved college readiness for low-income and first-

generation students. Nelson Mandela said, “Education is the most powerful weapon which you 

can use to change the world” (Strauss, para.1, 2013). Our students must be able to fully access all 

areas of education on every level in order for our country to thrive and produce global citizens. 

Using the Stillman College Upward Bound Program as a guide, maybe other students in the 

Black Belt area can be provided with additional resources, services, and encounters they can 

benefit from to bridge the gap as the students transition from high school to college and move on 

to making life-changing impacts in the world. From the conclusions provided, the researcher, 

hopefully, has been able to add to the dialogue concerning the relevance of Upward Bound in 

aiding its students in gaining the college readiness skills needed to effect the opportunity gap in 

the Greene and Pickens County areas of the Black Belt, as well as Tuscaloosa County. 
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Appendix A 

Interview Protocol for Former Students 
 

Hello! I am Elizabeth Lowe, a doctoral student at the University of Alabama. I am conducting 
research on the Upward Bound program. I appreciate you agreeing to be a part of this process 
and taking the time to speak with me. The purpose of this interview is to gain insights about your 
perspectives on college readiness and the opportunity gap as it relates to your participation in the 
program. There are no certain answers I am looking for so your honesty will serve best for this 
process; there is no right or wrong way to respond. I would like to record our interview, if it that 
is ok with you. This will help me recall all of your responses and remain attentive to you 
throughout the interview. Please know that anything you say will remain confidential and will 
only be used for research purposes. Do you have any questions before we begin? 
 
Research question: How do the participants perceive their experience in the Upward Bound 
Program assisted their development of college readiness skills? 

1. Please begin by telling me about yourself and what you plan to do once you graduate 

from high school. 

2. How did you learn about your chosen path? Why did you choose this route? 

3. Did you consider other options? Did Upward Bound participation help you decide 

between these options? Explain.  

4. Do you feel you are better prepared for college than other students at your school because 

of your participation in the Upward Bound Program? Why or why not? 

5. Do you feel ready to take college level courses? What is your comfort level? 

6. There is a lot of discussion about students being college ready. What does college 

readiness mean to you?  

7. How did your participation in Upward Bound prepare you to be college ready? 

 

Research question: How does participation in the program pertain to pursuit of and acceptance 

into college? 

 

8. Were you able to get more academic assistance because of your Upward Bound 

participation? Explain. 

9. How do you feel about the decisions you are making for your plans after graduation and 

bridging from Upward Bound? 

10. Please tell me how prepared you feel about your plans after graduation. If you’re not 

ready, what would have helped you feel more prepared? If you are ready, what 

contributed to your feelings of being prepared or college ready? 

11. What experiences, if any, from Upward Bound are helping you prepare for the transition 

after high school? 

 

Research question: How do the services offered by the Upward Bound Program influence the 

development of the college readiness of its participants? 
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12. What Upward Bound activities do you feel have an effect on the opportunity gap and 

college readiness? Explain.  

13. How do these activities relate to students being college ready?  

 

Research question: How does participation in the program relate to the opportunity gap in the 

Black Belt area? 

 

14. What services offered by Upward Bound pertain to alleviating the opportunity gap?  

15. How do these services assist the program participants with their pursuit of and access to 

postsecondary options? 

 

 

16. Do you have any final reflections or information you’d like to share? 
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Appendix B 

Interview Protocol for Staff 
 

Hello! I am Elizabeth Lowe, a doctoral student at the University of Alabama. I am 

conducting research on the Upward Bound Program. I appreciate you agreeing to be a part of this 

process and taking the time to speak with me. The purpose of this interview is to gain insights 

about your perspectives on the program’s services possibly related to college readiness and the 

opportunity gap during your time as an employee with the program. There are no certain answers 

I am looking for so your honesty will serve best for this process; there is no right or wrong way 

to respond. I would like to record our interview, if it that is ok with you. This will help me recall 

all of your responses and remain attentive to you throughout the interview. Please know that 

anything you say will remain confidential and will only be used for research purposes. Do you 

agree to be recorded for the interview? Do you have any questions before we begin? 

 

Research question: How does participation in the program shape students’ pursuit of and 

acceptance into college?  

 

1. What Upward Bound activities do you feel had an effect on the opportunity gap and 

college readiness? Explain.  

2. Based on the activities designed to help seniors complete the college application process, 

how does the program assist these students through that process.  

3. How do these activities relate to students being college ready?  

4. Which of the program’s activities have been the most successful in aiding these students 

to be college ready? 
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5. Describe how the program implements college tours for its students and when they are 

able to start taking these trips. 

6. What activities, if any, does the program provide to expose students to various career 

options? 

 

Research question: How does participation in the program connect the opportunity gap from high 

school to college for students in specific areas of the Black Belt?  

 

7. Describe how the program operates during the year to assist students with academic 

instruction for core classes and any others. 

8. What services offered by Upward Bound pertain to alleviating the opportunity gap?  

9. How do these services assist the program participants with their pursuit of and access to 

postsecondary options? 

 

 

10. Do you have any final reflections or information you’d like to share? 
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