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The Mission of AVID

is to ensure that all students, and
most especially students in the
middle,capable of completing a col-
lege preparatory path will;

Succeed in rigorous curriculum,
Enter mainstream activities of
the school,

Increase their enrollment

in four-year colleges, and
Become educated and
responsible participants and
leaders in a democratic society.
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Equity and Excellence: A Discussion
with Mary Catherine Swanson

AVID Founder and Executive Director

AVID continues to promote increased
opportunities in rigorous curriculum for
all students, especially enrollment in
Advanced Placement and pre-AP courses.
Mary Catherine Swanson, founder and
executive director of the AVID program,
recently responded to a series of ques-
tions regarding rigor, acceleration,
AVID’s program components, aswell as
current and future efforts at increasing
student achievement.

ACCESS: Asaclassroom teacher and
subsequently the creator of AVID, how
did you promote both excellence and
equity?

SWANSON: First of al, AVID redly
is al about acceleration rather than re-
mediation because most remediation lies
in teaching isolated skills. When | first
started AVID and took students into the

class who were on average two years be-
low gradelevel intheir academic skills—
and frankly quite afew were below that—
| really thought that | was going to teach
a skills-based curriculum as well as ac-
celerate them into rigorous classes. The
truth was that time didn’t allow for that.
What happened was the students took
notesin al of their academic classes and
brought those notes to the AVID class.
Thetutorsand | discovered that the tutor-
ing sessions for the academic classes
required all of our time. | also learned
that once the students are given the rea-
son to master a skill, they will learn that
skill and be able to apply it. To learn the
skill without areason rarely works. Asa
personal example, | took statisticswhen |
got my master’s degree, and when | took

Continued on page 2

Dr. Clifford Adelman: Some Answers
Regarding College Completion

With the publication of “ Answersinthe
Toolbox: Academic Intensity, Attendance
Patterns, and Bachelor’s Degree Attain-
ment,” educators, researchers, journalists,
and even students have a definitive study
regarding the factors affecting college
graduation-not just enroliment in college,
not just success through the second year
in college, but the actual and final attain-
ment of a college degree. The author of
the 124 page monograph, Dr. Clifford
Adelman, a senior research analyst with

the U.S. Department of Education, has
studied issues related to K-12 student
achievement and successin college since
1979, when he joined the Office of Edu-
cational Research and Improvement
(OERI). Before that, Adelman taught at
Yale University and the City College of
New York, and served as associate dean
at William Paterson College in New Jer-
sey. In 1983, Adelman managed higher

Continued on page 4
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the course | understood it perfectly and
I gotan ‘A’ init. Ask meaweek later
to apply any of it and | could not do it.
The reason for that was | had no need
to apply it. So, it was an isolated skill
that | learned and forgot immediately.
INAVID, weknow that if studentslearn
to read for a purpose or if they learn to
do mathematicsfor apurpose, they can
be stimulated by the coursework where
they have to apply the skill. In turn,
they will learn the skill much more
quickly and much more thoroughly.
And that’s the basis of AVID.
ACCESS: AVID operates on the
premisethat schoolsand classrooms can
function at a rigorous level while till
promoting equity. What are the pro-
gram components that help do this?
SWANSON: InAVID, it'sprimarily
writing, inquiry, and collaboration,
which are carried out in our very struc-
tured tutorial groups and in curriculum
lessons. One of the keysto it istrain-
ing both teachers and tutors to use
inquiry very deftly and to ask very prob-
ing questions of students regarding
course content. When studentsare chal-
lenged with questions they really have
to ponder and are asked to apply con-
cepts that they have learned, they can
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Did You Knowv...

<AVID is a model program for two federal initiatives: Gear
Up (access to low income families and students to a college
preparatory path); America Counts (nationwide mathemat-

ics initiative).

e AVID has committed to increasing AVID student enroll-
ment in high level honors and Advanced Placement courses
by working closely with the National College Board and
the Western Regional College Board office on teacher train-

ing and access issues.

= As more K-12 schools incorporate the use of college tutors,
AVID provides a model for tutor training and curriculum.

conquer very difficult curriculum.
When they arein acollaborative group
focusing deeply on material and they
hear one another’sideas, it sparksmore
and more understanding of course con-
tent. But it has to be more than just
discussion, it also has to be a constant
responsibility for that discussion. So,
inAVID, we have studentswritein their
own words their understanding about
difficult course concepts, and until they
can do that so it's perfectly clear, we
keep going over those concepts. It'sas
if you have gone to a movie that had
some depth to it and after the movie go
out to dinner with a group of friends
who saw that movie and al of you dis-
cuss the movie during dinner. You
understand so much more about it from
virtue of that discussion than if you saw
that movie and just went home and
never discussed it at all. That applies
to all learning; we have to receive the
initial input, but then the discussion, if
the questions arereally good questions,
drives us much more deeply. For stu-
dents who have not previously beenin
rigorous curriculum, it isn’t so difficult
to get them into the rigorous course
concepts; the greater difficulty isfor the
teachersto make them comfortablewith
finding waysto expressthat knowledge
because students tend to feel really in-
timidated by other students who are
very facile at expressing themselves.

Teachers need pedagogy, which draws
students out in acomfortable way. For
example, having students role-play
characterswithin novels so that they can
speak in the voice of the character isa
very comfortable thing for them to do
and they can show their depth of knowl-
edge that way. Asthey are developing
writing skills, sometimes that’s a more
difficult way to express depth of ideas,
because the mechanics of the writing
may hot be correct. But if teachersfor-
get the mechanics when they read the
paper, but read the paper aloud for what
it says, you know that there was alot
of insight in it and it's a struggling
writer who has meaning clouded by
mechanical problems. Mechanics are
one of the easiest thingsto teach; that's
not hard. What's difficult to teach is
depth of knowledge.

It's really through inquiry and con-
stant collaboration that we are able to
take studentswho haven’t beenin chal-
lenging courses and push them into
rigor and get them thinking in those
terms. Aninteresting piece of research
is that students who do really well in
school mix their social lives and aca-
demiclives. Anexampleof thisiswhen
academically aware kids socialize and
are hanging out at somebody’s house
playing ping-pong or something, the
conversation while they are doing that

Continued on page 3
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activity very often deal swith school and
academics. They don't see a separa-
tion. My AVID students would
regularly throw afootball around after
school but when you heard the conver-
sation that was going on while they
were throwing the football, it was aca-
demic conversation. They weremixing
social activity with academic activity in
their lives. Well, that’s something that
AVID forces because it forces the col-
laborative groups. So you don'tisolate
home, school, and social activities. The
more academic conversation that goes
on, the more students learn.

ACCESS: Why do you think some
schools and school systems struggle so
much with issues of equity and excel-
lence?

SWANSON: | think it's a huge ac-
cessissue. What happensis perception,
and it starts from the moment kids en-
ter school. Boys are not as devel oped
asgirlsinthe early years, so they can't
sit still aslong and they can’t concen-
trate as long. Their reading skills
probably do not develop as quickly as
girls reading skillsdo, generally. Their
large motor skills are more developed
than girls' but their finemotor skillsare

not, so they can’t write as well in the
early grades. All of those are skills
which kids need to do well in school;
they are things that teachers perceive
they want students to do. So, for ex-
ample, when | entered my own son in
school, | remember the tests they gave
him. One of them was to cross a very
narrow bridge set just off the floor with-
out falling off. Well, boys can do that
very well because their large muscle
coordinationisrealy good. Thenthey
asked him to cut a piece of paper with
scissors and he couldn’t do that at all.
All he did was bend the paper. So, our
expectations of what kids should be able
to do when they enter school meansthat
girls are going to succeed at an earlier
age than boys do.

Now couple gender issues with the
fact that many kids come into school
not knowing what the school setting is
supposed to be like. Parents who un-
derstand the system know to teach their
children that they are supposed to sit
still in school and to show interest. Yet
some parents don’t even know to teach
these things; somekids have never been
read to by their parents, so they don’t
understand the academic culture. Thus,
the stereotypes start early on. If kids
don’'t speak the language really well or
they don’t know how to act in school,
the stereotypes will continue. By the

time we get the kids in high school or
middle schoal, they are convinced that
they may not be as smart as other kids
who come from more privileged back-
grounds. Teachershave observed these
differences and made assumptions
about who can and who can’t achieve
early on and that’swhy we strugglewith
it. One of the beauties of AVID isthat
kids, whom teachers stereotypically
believe cannot succeed, do succeed and
they do it through hard work. It'sthe
AVID structure and the fact that they
do their homework, they are willing to
take notes, and they are willing to get
involved in school and &l of a sudden
they start to succeed. One of theevents
| enjoy so much iswe have huge AVID
write-off competitions each year and we
giveawardsto kidsgrades 7-12 for hav-
ing written really good essays. Andthe
kids come in with their parents, teach-
ers, and principals and they always try
to look so cool and pretend this isn't
really important to them. Then as you
call their names and you seethemwalk
downtheidletowardsthe stage, you see
the smiles. They can’t control it and as
they crossthe stage, the smilejust grows
and grows. They go back to their seats
and when they leave the place, their
jeans are pulled back down and their
hair is pulled back up and they act like

Continued on page 6

2001 AVID National Professional Development Calendar
DATE EVENT LOCATION
March 6-9 RDC I, Modules 1-3 ED Cohort #4 Atlanta, GA
March 13-16 RDC I, Modules 1-3 CA-WD Cohort #5 San Diego, CA
March 22-23 Awareness Workshop San Diego, CA
March 27-30 RDC 11, Modules 9-10 CA-WD Cohort #2 San Diego, CA
April 3-6 RDC Il, Modules 9-10 ED Cohort #2 Atlanta, GA
July 8-12 Northern California Summer Institute Oakland, CA
July 15-19 Texas Summer Institute Austin, TX
July 29-August 2 Eastern Division Summer Institute Atlanta, GA
August 6-10 AVID National Summer Institute San Diego, CA
September 25-28 RDC I, Modules 1-3 ED Cohort #6 San Diego, CA
October 16-19 RDC Il, Modules 6-8 ED Cohort #4 San Diego, CA
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they act on the street. But for an aca-
demic moment of pride they don’t act
that way. All of us who are teachers
have had kids enroll in school and the
minute we look at them we make the
assumption that kid won’t ever want to
be studious. And we base it on how
they are dressed and how they act. The
truth is they can achieve and we have
to find waysto get at that.

ACCESS: It seems that in recent
yearsyou haveincreased AVID’sfocus
onrigor. Why isthat?

SWANSON: College seats are be-
coming less plentiful and the admission
requirements for state and private uni-
versity systems have increased.
Therefore, it is our responsibility to
increase academic rigor among our stu-
dents at the high school level. To
encourage this, we have added to our
certification criteria a measurement of
how many AP courses AVID students
take during their high school careers.
We need to be very sensitive to the so-
cial supports that AVID promotes, but
if we don’'t couple it with rigor, it's all
for nothing. All we will have done is
make kids feel good in school, but they
didn’t learn anything. When we re-
ceived research on middle level AVID
programs a couple of years ago, the
researchers noted that we needed to fo-
cus on academics at the middle grades.
They felt we were not pushing academ-
ics as much as we should have. With
that in mind, we changed our certifica-
tion criteriato focus on algebrain eighth
grade. We really looked at our data
collection and our certification process
to focus more on rigorous opportuni-
tiesat the middle level.

AVID has aways been about both
rigor and support. | think that many of
usinvolved in AVID became very sen-
sitiveto thefact that every timewe poll
AVID students about what is most im-
portant to them within AVID, they don’t
tell us it’s the rigor, they tell usit's a
significant adult within the school set-

ting. They point to a ‘family atmo-
sphere’ within the AVID classroom.
The kids tend to recognize more the
socia structure and the social scaffold-
ing, as AVID researcher Hugh Mehan
callsit, that they receivein AVID. The
social structure we providein AVID is
vital, but students must have rigor or
our support is wasted.

ACCESS: What are some of thein-
dicators of progress or hopeful signs
that you' ve observed for AVID schools
and students in terms of opportunities
for rigor?

SWANSON: What's happening on
anational scaleisthat new accountabil -
ity systems are looking at academic
rigor asan indicator of whether schools
aredoingwell or not. A perfect example
isthe state of Texas, where schoolsre-
ceivetheir ranking based in part on how
many students and which students take
AP classes and APtests. Thus, astate
like Texas is very interested in AVID
because it alows then to prepare stu-
dentswho typically would not take AP
coursesto be ableto takethem. In Cali-
fornia, the statewide AP Challenge
Grant requires schools to provide a
minimum of four AP courses and part
of the approach isto open access. Once
again, AVID is a partner there in pre-
paring students to take AP courses. In
North  Carolina’'s  Charlotte-
Mecklenburg school system, Dr. Eric
Smith, the superintendent, hasincreased
roughly fifty percent the number of stu-
dents taking AP courses and he uses
AVID as the avenue to be able to do
that. Moreand more statesareincreas-
ing accountability and rigor. | notice
that one of President Bush’s new pro-
posals in his education plan is that
diverse students must be given oppor-
tunities to succeed in rigorous courses.

ACCESS: What are your expecta-
tionsfor AVID programs worldwidein
the next few yearsasfar asrigor? And
what are some the projects and efforts
that would support those expectations?

SWANSON: Our instruction in the
subject areas at Summer Institutes this
year is going to be significantly differ-
ent from what it has been in the past.

We have been working throughout this
year on identifying course concepts,
which need to be taught grades 7-12 in
the various subject areasin order to al-
low astudent to succeed in AP courses.
In Institutes this summer, we'll be
teaching content area teachersin verti-
cal teeamsgrades 7-12 what these course
concepts are and helping them to find
the concepts within their own texts as
well asapplying theAVID pedagogy for
helping students to succeed. | think it
is probably anovel ideathat a seventh
grade teacher has a responsibility to
prepare kids for eleventh grade AP
courses. But, indeed, this needsto oc-
cur, and we're leading the way. The
hope is that this will strengthen AVID
courses and schoolsworldwide. We're
al so beginning work on specific course
content, not just pedagogy but rather
specific coursework with guides for
teachers. We're hoping to roll some of
this work out in fall 2001, including
guideson how to teach Shakespeare, for
example, grades 7-12, with several
Shakespearean playsincluded. It'sre-
aly based on good questioning, deep
inquiry, done collaboratively and then
really strong writing pieces, which fol-
low theinquiry. We're going to do that
with each of the subject areasand we're
beginning with English and history. We
have several grant proposal sbeing stud-
ied, so we can do this acrossthe board,
giving us very specific support materi-
asfor teacherson how to teach thisvery
rigorous curriculum. We are devel op-
ing a new tutoring module specifically
for AP coursework. Another piecethat
we have been working on that we hope
to carry out within the next year or so
are some on-line tutorial pieces that
would help teachers, particularly those
who have never taught AP before. Of
course, the tutorials would also be
geared towards students, especially
those who have never been enrolled in
AP before. The on-line tutorials will
be subject specific and so far we've
been working on materialsfor APU.S.
History and AP English Literature.
AVID isredly looking to the future as
far ashow we can provide teachers and
students all the support material using
proven methodologies to support the
most rigorous curriculuminthe schools.
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