Abstract: Twenty-six high school students who tested at slightly below college levels were added to the Introduction to Psychology classes.  Some students worked hard and eventually “made it,” but a high percentage fell behind. 
Success of High School Students in College Introduction to Psychology Classes

 Donald Bowers                                                                                Psychology Department
One of the many new initiatives at the College has been to promote a “seamless transition” from high school to college.   This goal is described as part of the college’s 2004-2008 strategic plan (Strategic Goal H3).  One idea to help achieve this agenda was to allow high schools students to take college courses here on a limited basis.  In fact, some academically strong high school students from throughout the high school system have taken classes here at the College in previous years, and many of those students have done well. What was new was to allow an entire cohort of students from a local charter school to take college classes.  Unfortunately, many of these students did not test at college level in reading or math.  Some nationally known educators, however, who have spoken here at College professional development meetings have argued that many high school students under perform because their high school classes are not adequately challenging. They argue that if these students were only given more challenging classes their work and skills would improve. Therefore, when the charter school requested that the students be allowed to take Introduction to Psychology we agreed to support that request based on prevailing theory.  In addition, the College had no data or research to indicate that such students would not be successful, and testing the premise seemed consistent with our “Achieving the Dream agenda. 

With that in mind, 26 high school students who tested at slightly below college levels were added to the Introduction to Psychology classes in Fall, 2006. The students were randomly assigned to Psychology sections. The classroom teachers were not given any information about the students or even told they were high school students. The students, however, were offered academic support from both our own support services and from their own high school faculty to compensate for their slightly sub par reading skills. The success rate of these students was then compared to that of regular Community College students in Introduction to Psychology. Our expectation/prediction was that these high school students should do as well as other community college students.

Unfortunately, the results did not meet expectations.  College wide 65% of our students earn a “C” grade or better in Psychology 101 (Institutional Research).  Among the High School students only 50% earned a “C” or better.   The most striking difference in the performance of the two groups was in the pattern of grades.  College-wide, most students earn either a “B” or “C” in Introduction to Psychology.  Among the High School students the modal grade was a “D” and the second most frequent final grade was a B.  There were very few “C” grades. That means that the group’s overall performance was very bimodal.  A few do well, but most do poorly.  It appears that when the high school students were stressed by the difficulty of the class, some students work and eventually “make it,” but a high percent fall behind. Certainly, there was very little evidence that giving students “more challenging material” leads to success, even when significant academic support is offered.  Another finding was that the reading scores did not predict their psychology grades (r = -.06). This was probably because all of the students scored in a relatively narrow range.  The math test score, however, turned out to be a much better predictor of success (r = .45). While it may seem counter intuitive to use math test scores as a predictor for success in courses that require extensive reading, the data suggest that using math scores as an additional piece of information may be useful when selecting high school students for these kinds of rigorous, college-level experiences.
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