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Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID)
in a Community College Setting: A Case Study

Karen M. Watt, Jeffery Huerta, and Ersan Alkan

Department of Educational Leadership, The University of Texas Pan American,
Edinburg, Texas, USA

This study examined the initial implementation process of Advancement Via Individual Determination

(AVID) in a northern California community college. Focus groups of students, faculty, and admin-

istrators were conducted in the spring of 2008, as well as observations of several planning meetings

in the spring and summer of 2008. The community college students enrolled in the AVID class

reported that the support they received through AVID has helped them focus, become more orga-

nized, and become more motivated to continue their studies. This was so even though not all of

AVID’s 11 essentials were implemented on campus. In addition, challenges such as faculty buy-in

and resistance to changing institutionalized practices were encountered by staff members responsible

for implementing AVID. In this initial implementation, faculty and administration sought to change

the culture of the college to better serve the underrepresented students in their quest to transfer to

four-year institutions. This study provides a framework for other community colleges and higher

education institutions to leverage the academic potential of underprepared and historically under-

represented students.

Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID) is a secondary school college preparatory

program that includes an academic and social support elective class, enrollment of students in

rigorous curriculum, professional development for a school’s site team, and the use of writing,

inquiry, collaboration and reading strategies. Prior to this study, AVID had yet to be implemen-

ted and studied in a postsecondary institution; therefore, this study aims at providing descriptive

and explanatory data that reveal purposes, challenges, and successes of AVID implementation at

West Coast Community College (WCCC)1. Because only half of all community college students

in the United States complete a certificate or degree within eight years of enrolling in college

(Bailey & Morest, 2006), a support mechanism like AVID may help serve students who are aca-

demically challenged in higher education. The results of this study may assist other postsecond-

ary institutions in implementing AVID with their incoming students, particularly those who are

underachieving and underrepresented in higher education. As a result of AVID implementation,

this study also seeks to explain what changes, if any, in school culture are observed.

American community colleges have become the largest sector of higher education, enrolling

6.5 million students each year for credit-bearing courses and about 5 million for noncredit-

1This is a pseudonym.
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bearing courses. These institutions enroll 46% of all U.S. undergraduates including 47% percent

of undergraduates who are African American and 55% who are Hispanic. Nationally, half of all

four-year college graduates have attended community colleges prior to earning their degrees

(The College Board, 2008).

A significant challenge facing community colleges is the ability to shift the historical focus on

student access to one of student success. When examining community college success in terms

of student outcomes, there are extremely positive findings in some areas as well as troubling data

in others. For example, only 29% of community college students who attempt a developmental

math course and 37% who attempt a developmental English course complete them within three

years (Brock et al., 2007). Yet, on a positive note, community colleges are the higher education

institution of choice for many students who are members of groups that have been historically

underrepresented in higher education (The College Board, 2008).

COMMUNITY COLLEGE CULTURE

The cultural beliefs of a community college often resemble a hybrid of those found in secondary

schools and of those found in four-year postsecondary institutions. On one hand, community

colleges are an extension of high school, a stepping-stone to a four-year institution; yet, most

often without the close faculty-student engagement found in high schools. On the other hand,

community college expectations are similar to those found in four-year colleges; students are

there to learn and can opt out if they choose to do so.

Community college culture is made up of assumptions about students held by those in the

educational community. Claxton (2007) examined the need for stakeholders to change their

assumptions in order for the community college culture to change. Professional development

is one way to assist faculty, staff, and administrators to bring their assumptions to the surface

and share these assumptions with one another, with the ultimate goal of bringing about changes

in community college culture (Claxton, 2007).

Chang (2005) emphasizes faculty-student interaction as a means to further involve and

develop the interests of community college students, particularly students of color. Though com-

munity college students generally show low levels of engagement with faculty, Chang reaf-

firmed the need for college faculty to be culturally sensitive when dealing with students.

Faculty must make the effort to interact with students because taking the initiative to engage with

faculty is difficult for many students and often culturally foreign.

AVID

Advancement Via Individual Determination has been a proven model for college preparation in

over 3,500 middle schools and high schools across the country and in 15 foreign countries

(http://www.avidonline.org/info/?&ID=604&tabID=1). Extensive research is available on AVID

from the past two decades including AVID’s effect on middle school student performance

(Guthrie & Guthrie, 2000, 2002); AVID as a reform model (Watt, Powell, & Mendiola,

2004; Watt, Powell, Mendiola, & Cossio, 2006); AVID’s ability to ‘‘level the playing field’’

(Mehan, Villanueva, Hubbard, & Lintz, 1996); and, AVID’s effect on students’ college aspira-

tions (Watt, Huerta, & Lozano, 2007).
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The success of this program is due, in part, to its comprehensive implementation parameters.

AVID schools must implement 11 essentials in order to be certified as an AVID site. These essen-

tials include: (a) student recruitment and selection requirements; (b) voluntary participation agree-

ments from students, staff, and parents; (c) integration of the AVID elective class within the regular

school day; (d) enrollment in rigorous curriculum that satisfies college requirements; (e) introduc-

tion of a strong writing and reading curriculum; (f) introduction of inquiry for critical thinking

skills; (g) emphasis on collaborative instruction; (h) academic assistance through tutoring with

trained college tutors; (i) evaluation of program implementation through data collection and analy-

sis; (j) district=school commitment to AVID funding appropriations and compliance; and (k) inter-

disciplinary site team collaboration (Swanson, 2000, as cited by Watt, Mills, & Huerta, 2010).

West Coast Community College (WCCC), the case studied, enrolls adult students mostly

from portions of the surrounding northern California county. In fall 2006, student enrollment

was 8,453 (43% male, 57% female), with an average age of 31 years. Thirty-nine percent of

WCCC students are Caucasian, 24% are Latino, 15% are African-American, and 11% are Asian.

Course success has remained relatively constant at 68% for the last six years, but it has only been

above the state average for two of those years. The number of associate degrees awarded has

fluctuated for the last five years. Even though there has been a steady increase of WCCC stu-

dents transferring to the California State University and University of California systems in

the last five years, the transfer rate still remains among the lowest in the state (The Office of

Institutional Research, 2008).

In the spring of 2008, WCCC, with the assistance of key AVID personnel, began implement-

ing AVID (an AVID elective class) to see if AVID-like successes could be achieved within a

community college setting. Because AVID has almost exclusively served secondary school stu-

dents, its ability to meet the needs of college students in their pursuit of an advanced degree is

unknown. The 11 AVID essentials, for example, may or may not need to be modified in order

for them to be implemented effectively in a community college setting. During the semester,

plans were also being made to expand AVID to include more sections and students and to train

more professionals on campus (to expand the culture of AVID). This study, however, only

includes an analysis of the implementation activities occurring during the spring of 2008.

METHOD

This was a case study (Yin, 2003; Stake, 1995) of West Coast Community College’s efforts to

implement AVID wherein a cohort of 22 college students were enrolled in an AVID elective

class. Several modes of inquiry were used: in particular, focus group discussions and observations

of meetings. Document review was also used when examining meeting notes and site team plans.

The following research questions were addressed in this study:

1. How has one semester of AVID implementation at West Coast Community College prepared

selected students for transfer to a four-year institution?

2. How were AVID’s 11 essentials implemented at West Coast Community College?

3. What do students and instructors report to be the challenges and successes of AVID

implementation at WCCC?

4. What changes, if any, in school culture have occurred at WCCC as a result of AVID

implementation?
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Data Sources and Evidence

Focus group interviews and observations of meetings were employed to gather data for this

study. Early in the spring 2008 semester, a faculty=staff focus group was conducted with six

participants (FFG1), and a student focus group was conducted with seven participants (SFG1).

Later in the semester, a second focus group was conducted with nine students (SFG2) who did

not participate in the first focus group.

In addition to conducting focus groups, the researchers observed three meetings at WCCC.

The first was a faculty meeting (FM1) held in the early spring. The second and third meetings

were administrative meetings (AM1 & AM2) held in early spring and late spring. Finally, the

researchers also observed a week-long site-team planning session (STM1) in the summer of

2008 at the AVID Summer Institute.

To strengthen the trustworthiness of this study, draft case member-checking was employed

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). By submitting the draft manuscript to WCCC’s president and consti-

tuents, the researchers were able to test for factual and interpretive accuracy, as well as to pro-

vide evidence of credibility. In addition, pseudonyms have been used throughout the manuscript

to ensure confidentiality and maintain anonymity of the participants and the participating site

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Creswell, 2007).

FINDINGS

Findings of this study are organized by addressing each research question. Highlights from each

area of inquiry are also included here.

Preparation for Transfer

Twenty-two students began the 2008 spring semester enrolled in the AVID elective at WCCC.

At the end of the semester, only 16 of those students were still enrolled at WCCC and in AVID.

Despite the attrition, the 16 remaining students completed AVID and indicated that their intent

was to transfer to a four-year institution in the fall of 2008 or to continue at WCCC and remain

enrolled in AVID.

In a focus group of WCCC faculty and staff, conducted early in the spring of 2008, the need

for AVID at WCCC was explained:

When I first came to [West Coast Community College], I transitioned from the K–12 system . . . I
looked around, literally on my first term I said, ‘‘This college needs AVID. They need AVID. They
need support, they (students) have to have help to learn to navigate the system.’’ And so I kind of got
it rolling from there. . . . the intent and the purpose were to, across the whole college, increase, in
significant amounts, the whole transfer rate for these students. (Cynthia, WCCC English Teacher,

FFG1)

In addition, the college president stated his motivation for supporting AVID implementation:

‘‘We want an overall movement to bring about changes for overall success.’’ (AM2).

It was apparent from the focus group discussions that preparing students for transfer to a

four-year institution was the main goal of faculty and students at WCCC. How did AVID

ADVANCEMENT VIA INDIVIDUAL DETERMINATION 755



implementation address the need to improve transfer rates? This is how one of the AVID English

teachers explained it:

When I found out that only 6% of students from [local high school] get their A-Gs [college prep
requirements], it’s like all the alarms are going off to say, ‘‘they have to have some form of assist-
ance to help them get to 4 year college because it doesn’t exist in K–12!’’ (Cynthia, FFG1)

One student stressed the importance of peer support in her goal to transfer:

Since we are all in AVID we should take the general education together . . .we are all trying to work
toward transferring . . . if two of us have the same major or whatever is the requirement, English,
math, bio, then we should plan on taking those classes together so that we are in it together. And
if I miss a day, I could call what’s her name and be like ‘‘what’s going on in class?’’. . .we’re kind
of like family and working to transfer. (Sonya, SFG2)

The AVID students articulated that they were focused on their goal of transferring to a

four-year institution, and that the AVID teacher was helping to facilitate the preparation for

transfer. A first-year WCCC AVID student, Shawndra, described college AVID:

College is like all on your own . . .No one’s pushing you, but like AVID, it’s kinda . . . it’s not like
high school but you know there’s some professors that . . . they sit down and listen. . . . in AVID
it’s kinda like, ‘‘we’re gonna be here for you, help you with everything if you have trouble.’’ They
just don’t leave you on your own. (SFG1)

Another student, Jose, agreed:

First semester I didn’t have AVID so I’d just wake up, come by myself . . . if I didn’t want to come to
class I didn’t have to . . .When I got into AVID if you don’t come to class you get a phone call, text
message, maybe even an airplane with a sign on it. (SFG1)

Another AVID student also explained his goals:

To transfer to a four year college basically is what I want to do. I want to help with what is going on
in my community . . . to give back to the community . . . thinking back from past experiences . . . I just
want to stop some of the stuff that is going on right now . . . (Antwon, SFG2)

AVID’s Essentials

AVID’s accountability system and certification process involves the implementation of 11

essentials. These essentials are present in all 3,500 certified AVID middle and high schools

in the nation. In a postsecondary setting, however, these essentials are anticipated to take on

a different look as they were mentioned in the focus group discussions and as observed in team

meetings. One student explained the strategies (Essentials 5, 6, and 7) taught in the AVID class:

He’s (AVID teacher) teaching us study habits and while we’re in class, we’re taking Cornell notes of
course and . . . how to listen . . . sitting in the front row. Little things that can really help out . . . if we
have any questions or anything I mean he’s [AVID teacher] just a phone call away. (Jeffery, SFG1)
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The AVID site team (Essential 11) typically consists of an AVID elective teacher, a teacher

from core content areas, a counselor, and an administrator. In the case of WCCC, the site team

that attended the AVID summer institute included the college’s president; three other adminis-

trators—including the director of Equal Opportunity Program and Services; the AVID elective

teacher; a counselor; two English instructors; a math instructor; another instructor; a high school

counselor; and the tutor coordinator.

Early in the semester, there were concerns about support for the program; however, it was

apparent that the president’s team had buy-in and was willing to provide resources to assist with

implementation. Mr. X. (AVID elective teacher) explained as follows:

You have to have good people, I mean that’s really important. Everybody has a very similar vision of
how they want to transform the school, and we got a lot of smart people willing to put their energy
into it. Having an administrator that knows the lay of the land and how to negotiate the tricky parts
of it is a huge, huge advantage. (FFG1)

During the first semester of implementation, several essentials were observed and discussed

in the focus groups. For example, Essentials 5, 6, and 7 focus on writing, inquiry, collaboration,

and reading. These strategies were explained by students as being used in the AVID classroom

and in their English and math classrooms as well. Essential 10, which requires that schools have

the financial resources and administrative support for their AVID program, was highly visible in

the meeting observations and in the faculty focus group discussions. As the WCCC vice presi-

dent stated, funding is ‘‘the least of my worries.’’ Getting broad faculty support was the focus of

many discussions as AVID was being introduced at WCCC.

Challenges and Successes

Successes, though often difficult for faculty members to identify so early in the implementation

process, were explained by administrators.

I would say that the fact that the president, vice president and the dean of instruction who were in it
since the very beginning, are key, because had they not been, I would not have been able to make the
strides that I have been able to make for doors to open. (Wendy, FFG1)

We have built a huge community of students who trust us and believe in us, and we believe in
them . . . I think they are sold that we are going to get them into a 4-year college, and to me that is
very exciting. (Cindy, FFG1)

Some challenges included the recruitment and scheduling of WCCC faculty, who were des-

cribed to be somewhat resistant to the new initiative. In addition, the need for rigor (Essential 4)

was discussed as a challenge because math prerequisites acted as gatekeepers, and there was a

need to by-pass these prerequisites in order to meet Essential 4.

One of the biggest challenges for all stakeholders at WCCC was explained by a staff

member:

The community is not a college going culture . . . I think that is one of the things they [students] come
in with—not having that as part of their culture . . . there’s this fear . . . and their families don’t know
how to assist them and be their advocate. (AVID Administrator, FFG1)
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There was excitement around AVID within the small group of instructors and administrators

who were charged with implementing the program. However, instructors and administrators

recognized that changes would not happen overnight and that AVID implementation initially

may be seen as a competition to other established programs in the college.

Changes to School Culture

In the initial meeting with WCCC administrators (AM1), one administrator stated that she

wanted to ‘‘avidize’’ the school culture by implementing and coordinating program efforts such

as Learning Communities and First Year Experience. However, the general consensus among

the administrators was that ‘‘we need to get others on board.’’

Anticipated cultural changes, as explained during the Summer Institute site team meetings,

included the following:

The students will become empowered by having a good experience at the institution and will start to
see [WCCC] as their ally instead of an obstacle. I think the self-advocacy component will reveal
itself analogously to what happens when students associate individual counselors and teachers as
their allies at the institution. (Arlene, English Instructor, STM1)

Another English instructor (STM1) explained that positive cultural changes could occur at

WCCC as a result of AVID implementation but with certain conditions:

AVID would have to be part of every instructor’s curriculum. The institution would have to change
one of its goals to align with the AVID principles.

Math instructor, Tom, added this: ‘‘The next biggest goal will be to institutionalize AVID

instead of running it as a separate silo.’’ (STM1).

DISCUSSION

Reflecting upon the four research questions posed in this study, the researchers can conclude that

one semester of AVID implementation at the community college level cannot necessarily pre-

pare students for transfer to a four-year institution. However, WCCC students reported that

the support they received through the AVID class at WCCC has helped them focus, become

more organized, and become more motivated to continue their studies. This is in part due to

the close interaction between the students and the AVID faculty at WCCC (Chang, 2005). In

addition, as evidenced by the large group of WCCC faculty, staff, and administrators attending

the AVID Summer Institute, collaboration toward common goals, such as student transfer, were

in progress.

The second research question addresses the implementation of the 11 AVID essentials. The

essentials that were observed to be in place at WCCC, and similar to those found in secondary

schools across the nation, were essentials 2 (voluntary participation), 3 (students scheduled in the

AVID elective during the school day), 5–7 (curriculum focused on writing, inquiry, collabor-

ation, and reading within the AVID elective and in other core classes), 10 (financial resources

and administrative support for AVID), and 11 (interdisciplinary site team). Essentials that were
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observed yet looked somewhat different from those implemented in secondary schools included

essential 1 (student selection) and 8 (trained tutors). Not observed were essentials 4 (rigor) and 9

(data collection). There were several discussions around rigor such as the need to bypass estab-

lished prerequisites for students entering credit-bearing core courses. The rationale behind this

action was explained by the AVID teacher who suggested that AVID students were receiving

support in the AVID elective; therefore, they were capable of succeeding in more rigorous

coursework.

The third research question addressed the challenges and successes of AVID implementation

at WCCC. This is how Mr. X explained them:

In terms of . . . looking at this from a high school perspective . . . high school is, whether or not you
are learning anything . . ., you are there with your friends. Then they [students] come here and the
system is less user-friendly. . . . how do you engage students? They are coming here and they don’t
know what to expect, it’s an entirely new situation. (FFG1)

Getting buy-in from other faculty members, reexamining the goals of the community college,

and trying to change the culture of the community college were the biggest challenges men-

tioned by the faculty focus group participants. AVID professional development activities that

were suggested included training the WCCC faculty members in an attempt to change the

‘‘assumptions’’ they had about community college students (Claxton, 2007). WCCC sent a team

of faculty members and administrators to the AVID Summer Institute to begin this process of

cultural change. Here is how the WCCC vice-president addressed cultural change:

AVID is part of our systemic change to address the underserving of our population. The [WCCC]
approach has been a ‘‘be all’’ to everyone, but we’ve spread ourselves too thin. The AVID approach
creates a core of practices, instructional services, and teaching strategies that goes broader than
just the elective class. (AM1)

EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS

This study provides a framework for institutions similar to West Coast Community College to

leverage the academic potential of underprepared and historically underrepresented students.

AVID is well-documented in previous studies on secondary schools. Several findings of this post-

secondary study were parallel to findings from other AVID studies of middle and high schools.

Administrative support (Guthrie & Guthrie, 2002; Watt, Huerta, & Cossio, 2004); advocacy of

the AVID teacher (Watt, Johnston, Huerta, Mendiola, & Alkan, 2008); focus on preparation

for four-year college (Martinez & Kloppott, 2005; Mehan et al., 1996); and building self-

confidence in students (Datnow, Hubbard, & Mehan, 2002) are a few examples. Further exam-

ination of AVID implementation at WCCC is needed to better answer the research questions

posed in this study, in particular, the question addressing community college culture change.

The historical trend in most community colleges has been to passively accept students in the first
year and to weather the attrition without much reflection or intervention. AVID is a more structured
and guided approach to the first year experience for community college students. (WCCC President,

STM1)
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