
EARLY COLLEGE  
GRADUATES: ADAPTING, 
THRIVING, AND  
LEADING IN COLLEGE

SPOTLIGHT ON RESEARCH

A STUDY IN CONTRASTS

Wallis Annenberg High School and Dayton Early 
College Academy were chosen for the study because 
they represented key contrasting demographics 
across the early college initiative: a large urban center 
and a smaller city; geographically different parts 
of the country; a largely Latino student population 
and a largely African-American population; a charter 
school and a district school. Yet as startup schools, 
Wallis Annenberg and Dayton Early College Academy 
experienced many of the same challenges, and their 
students shared many similar experiences.

WALLIS ANNENBERG 
HIGH SCHOOL 
LOS ANGELES, CA

DAYTON EARLY 
COLLEGE ACADEMY 
DAYTON, OH

Graduates of early college high schools enter college 
with credits toward a degree and valuable exposure 
to the rigor and expectations of college. Now, new 
research is demonstrating another way that the 
early college experience helps prepare students for 
postsecondary education: by fostering resiliency and 
leadership skills.

In 2003, Jobs for the Future funded a research team 
from the Harvard Graduate School of Education 
to lead a longitudinal qualitative study on the 
experiences of students at two start-up early college 
high schools: Wallis Annenberg High School in Los 
Angeles and the Dayton Early College Academy in 
Dayton, Ohio. Led by Dr. Michael Nakkula, now at the 
University of Pennsylvania, the researchers followed 
the students from their ninth-grade year through 
their second year of college, delving into the students’ 
experiences as well as what these experiences can 
teach us about the impact of early colleges. This 
brief summarizes the study’s Year 5 report, which 
explores the extent to which the structures and 
supports provided by the early college experience 
help students as they move beyond early college 
high school and into college. Through interviews 
with 43 graduates of these two schools, most in their 
second year of college, the researchers found that 
early colleges appear to play a central role in the 
development of students’ academic identity.
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RESEARCH FINDINGS

Early college graduates are highly skilled at adapting 
to meet challenges. While nearly all the students faced 
substantial challenges in college—economically, academically 
or socially—Dr. Nakkula and his team found that most of  the 
students adapted adequately by balancing work and studies 
or by seeking out academic support. Researchers viewed the 
students as highly adaptive and were able to attribute a good 
deal of  their adaptation skills to their high school preparation. 
By teaching students to reach out for help and encouraging 
them to persist in academic challenges while in high school, 
the two early college high schools prepared their graduates to 
cope effectively with the challenges that college would bring. 
In college, the students employed varied coping strategies, 
including calling on their early college high school teachers, 
using campus resources such as the writing center, and 
maintaining just enough work hours not to overwhelm their 
studies. Every student interviewed was planning to continue 
and complete college.

Early college students are quick to assume leadership 
roles on and off  campus. To an overwhelming degree, 
Dr. Nakkula and his team found, early college graduates 
took on leadership roles in their dormitories, in supporting 
peers with academic struggles, and in reaching back to 
their home schools as models for younger students. In 
interviews, graduates emphasized the importance of  using the 
opportunities they had been given by their high schools and 
their families. Many students said they wanted to return the 
support they received during their early college experiences by 
helping others.

Early college students pursue the academic strengths 
and interests they developed in early college. Dr. Nakkula 
and his team found that the early college experience informed 
students’ thinking about their focus in college in formal and 
informal ways. Because of  the strong writing focus at DECA, 
writing-intensive majors are common among DECA graduates. 
Many other DECA students are pursuing arts-related majors 
due to the inspirational art teacher at their early college, who 
worked closely with them as a personal and academic mentor. 

Meanwhile, Wallis Annenberg students tended to pursue an 
interest in social justice through majors in criminal justice, 
social work, or teaching. Researchers found that the college-
prep counseling and work opportunities students received in 
early college strongly shaped their postsecondary pursuits.

If  students underrepresented in higher education are to 
graduate ready for college, schools must help them develop 
the academic behaviors and contextual skills needed to 
navigate the challenges of  postsecondary education. Early 
colleges offer opportunity not only through academic 
preparation and acceleration but also in shaping young people 
to be resilient and civic-minded.

 

} For more information, see the full report: Nakkula, Michael, 
Bedelia Richards and Marie Onaga. 2010. “Oh … I’m GOING 
to Graduate!” Adapting , Thriving and Leading in the First Two Years 
of  College. Philadelphia: University of  Pennsylvania Graduate 
School of  Education.

“The sTudenTs’ former high school [Wallis annenberg] 
aT The corner of mlK boulevard and main sTreeT ser ves 
as a beacon of communiT y improvemenT for many of The 
sTudenTs, and Their sTories of career aspiraTions feel 
liKe ex Tensions of The school’s mission To provide beTTer 
oppor TuniTies for souTh cenTral’s youTh and families.”  

— Year 5 rep or t

“for me, i maKe sure [professors] all KnoW my name. 
and They do. i alWays asK When Their office hours are 
and i go There, even jusT To inTroduce myself. i Was 
TaughT aT deca ThaT ThaT’s impor TanT and i ThinK iT 
does help.”  

— DaY ton earlY College aCaDemY graDua te

“i KnoW people are looKing aT me, especially The young 
people. i need To be ThaT person for Them, liKe people 
have been for me. i’ve been given a loT.”  

— Wallis annenb erg HigH sCHo ol graDua te, WHo volunteers WitH 
CHilDren’s af tersCHo ol pro grams on His former HigH sCHo ol Campus

THE EARLY COLLEGE HIGH SCHOOL INITIATIVE 

Early college is a bold approach to high school reform, based on the 
principle that academic rigor, combined with the opportunity to save 
time and money, is a powerful motivator for students to work hard 
and meet serious intellectual challenges. Early college schools are 
designed so that low-income youth, first-generation college goers, 
English language learners, students of color, and other young people 
underrepresented in higher education can simultaneously earn a high 
school diploma and up to two years of transferable college credit—
tuition free. Today, the Early College High School Initiative includes 230 
schools serving more than 50,000 students in 28 states.

Jobs for the Future assists schools, school districts, and initiative 
partner organizations in planning, implementing, and sustaining 
early college high schools and other high-quality secondary school 
designs that blend high school and college. JFF provides professional 
development opportunities and advocates for policies that facilitate  
the creation of these schools.

www.earlycolleges.org  www.jff.org


