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Executive Summary 

Background 

In spring 2016, Hawai‘i P-20 partnered with the American Institutes for Research (AIR) to 

conduct a 2-year external evaluation of early college programs in the state. The study focused 

on two high-school based early college programs: Early College High School (ECHS) and High 

School–Based Running Start (HSRS). Although both programs offered early college courses to 

high school students at their high schools, ECHS programs were guaranteed funding for 3 years 

and had access to comprehensive supports through Hawai‘i P-20, including a community of 

learners with other ECHS grantees. HSRS programs were funded on an annual basis with no 

guarantee of additional funding after each year and less structured support from Hawai‘i P-20. 

The 18 schools that participated in ECHS and HSRS represented a broad spectrum of high 

schools in the state. Located on four islands and situated in communities ranging in size from 

6,000 to more than 80,000, the schools enrolled fewer than 300 students to more than 2,000. 

In most schools, students of Native Hawaiian (NH) or Pacific Islander (PI) descent comprised at 

least one fourth of the total student population, and at least half of the students received free 

or reduced-priced lunch (i.e., had low socioeconomic status). ECHS and HSRS schools typically 

partnered with area community colleges to provide early college courses.  

Study Purpose  

AIR’s evaluation had two major components: (a) an implementation study that focused on the 

major design features of the early college programs, including leadership strategies, 

coordination approaches, course offerings, and supports for students and (b) an outcomes 

study that assessed the impact of early college participation on student outcomes, such as dual 

credits earned in high school and post high school college enrollment and retention. Together, 

the two components addressed four key questions:  

1. How do program design and implementation features differ, and which features are 

associated with positive student outcomes?  

2. How did the program influence the cultures and systems of participating schools and the 

higher education institutions?  

3. What was the effect of the program on participants in terms of college credits earned while 

in high school, first fall college enrollment, college-level course enrollment, and second fall 
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college retention? In what ways did student, school, and program effects vary across 

schools and program type?  

4. To what extent did participating high schools successfully sustain all or part of an early 

college program in terms of student recruitment, courses offered, student support, and 

funding and strategic planning? 

Data and Analysis 

Implementation Study 

AIR researchers conducted site visits in early 2017 to all 18 ECHS and HSRS schools. During the 

site visits, interviews with early college staff and school leaders and student focus groups were 

held. AIR also conducted telephone interviews with college partner representatives and college 

instructors. More than 90 interviews were conducted for this study. Other sources of data 

included documents provided by Hawai‘i P-20 and schools. In addition, data related to the 

sustainability of early college programs were collected by Hawai‘i P-20 in January 2018 and 

shared with AIR. 

With the compiled data, AIR conducted a qualitative analysis of how participating ECHS and 

HSRS schools (also referred to as ECHS and HSRS programs) implemented key components of 

their early college programs (e.g., recruitment, enrollment, program coordination, and student 

supports). The strength of implementation was assessed for each program, and promising 

practices and shared challenges were identified.  

Outcomes Study 

Data for the outcomes study were provided by Hawai‘i P-20 through its data-sharing agreement 

with the Hawaii State Department of Education and the National Student Clearinghouse. AIR 

requested and received data on all students who graduated in 2015, 2016, and 2017 (i.e., 

graduating cohorts) from public high schools in Hawai‘i offering the ECHS or HSRS programs. 

The data included student achievement and demographic data. 

To evaluate the impact of early college on student outcomes, AIR designed a matching study. 

For each ECHS/HSRS student, we identified a nonparticipating student in the same school who 

was most similar on preprogram characteristics. We then analyzed impacts of the ECHS/HSRS 

programs on student outcomes using linear regression models. 
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Key Findings 

Program Establishment and Operations 

• High leadership support was evident in a higher percentage of ECHS than HSRS schools. 

Actively engaged leaders enacted several strategies to anchor the programs in their high 

schools, such as communicating a vision for the program, integrating the program into the 

school through scheduling and connections to other school programs and structures, and 

proactively addressing obstacles and resistance from staff at their schools. Leadership 

support was strongly associated with teacher awareness and support for the program.  

• The early college programs exemplified multiple coordination approaches for the early 

college coordinator and team roles, responsibilities, and relationships. The majority 

depended on a designated coordinator, typically a counselor or teacher who had other 

responsibilities. In a small number of schools, the coordinators were extremely active and 

fully backed by school leadership. They anchored the program within the school and 

became an effective champion for early college. Only a small number of schools 

coordinated their programs without the benefit of a recognized coordinator, some with 

limited success.  

Recruiting and Enrolling Students 

• The target population for most programs, particularly ECHS programs, was modified. Most 

schools that originally targeted students approaching college readiness—students of NH 

descent or from low-income families—modified the target population because of challenges 

recruiting the students and successfully guiding them through the multistep enrollment 

process. HSRS schools targeted mainly higher achieving students, in some cases limiting 

enrollment to students who met certain academic criteria.  

• Early college schools employed both broad and targeted approaches to recruit students. 

Broad strategies included providing information about early college at schoolwide events, in 

school materials and on school announcements and social media to generate student 

interest. Targeted approaches aimed to recruit specific students, based on demographic 

and academic criteria—such as students of NH or PI descent, from low-income families, 

who are “middle of the road” in terms of academic performance, and first-generation 

college goers—and involved teacher or counselor recommendations.  

• Enrollment was challenging for many high schools, even though they and their college 

partners offered students a high level of support. The most common challenges to 

enrollment were students not having Social Security numbers, parents not completing 
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approval forms, health clearances, lost paperwork, and not enough students qualifying for 

offered courses that required a placement test. 

Courses and Support for Students 

• Certain types of school schedules better accommodated early college programming. Block 

schedules were more amenable to scheduling college classes during the school day 

compared with alternating day schedules or different schedules each day of the week. 

• Based on the balance of courses that fulfill college degree requirements and those that do 

not (also referred to as bridge courses by some interview respondents, they also do not 

have prerequisites), the ECHS and HSRS programs emphasized college readiness, credit 

accrual, or both. The availability of bridge courses (such as Interdisciplinary Studies 101 and 

Hawaiian Studies) and the requirement or strong encouragement that students take these 

courses oriented a program toward college readiness. A steady and diverse offering of 

rigorous college courses oriented programs toward credit accrual. In several schools, 

respondents suggested that the emphasis of the program was not aligned with student 

needs or readiness. Most typically, this was because the school targeted students 

approaching college readiness but offered only rigorous courses.  

• A much higher percentage of ECHS schools than HSRS schools provided early college 

students with on-site academic support. This was done through required study sessions and 

through available but not required support offered in the school, such as tutoring and help 

with writing. Although not a primary support in many high schools, the respondents 

reported that nonacademic supports also were important to help students address personal 

and family issues.  

• Student experience of college courses was positive, and students in focus groups favorably 

compared their college courses with their regular high school courses when referring to the 

class environment, pace and rigor, and expectations for self-responsibility and 

independence. 

Sustaining Early College 

• Some school leaders were actively pursuing external funding in the 2016–17 school year to 

continue their early college programs beyond Hawai‘i P-20 funding. Others were less 

vigorous in their search, either reallocating funds from other school programs or relying on 

state funding for continued early college support.  
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• All schools were still offering early college courses in 2017–18. Across ECHS and HSRS 

schools, funding for early college was largely provided by the state, although some ECHS 

schools have been able to garner equal levels of funding from other sources. 

• Two issues stand out in their impact on schools’ efforts to sustain early college: funding and 

personnel to support the program and participating students. Both have been inadequate 

or are uncertain.  

Overall Implementation of Early College 

• High-implemented programs were anchored on the continued engagement and support 

from school leadership and faculty. In these schools, the school leader actively supported 

implementation, and teachers also had a role in recruiting and recommending students for 

the early college program.  

• Although coordination and management of the program may vary, roles and structures had 

been established in high-implemented programs, particularly those associated with the 

enrollment process, such as helping students and coordinating enrollment and paperwork 

with the college partner. These programs also had a clear emphasis in that they offered 

courses that considered student needs and anticipated student benefits. 

• In schools where early college was not well established, the typical missing component was 

leadership support. Programs that did not have an engaged leader were likely to have 

limited teacher support because of the low visibility of early college in the school, an 

unclear or misunderstood purpose of the program, and unaddressed teacher concerns and 

resistance.  

Student Outcomes 

Consistent with other recent studies of early college, ECHS/HSRS students outperformed their 

matched comparisons on key indicators of student achievement. ECHS/HSRS students who 

accumulated more dual credits in high school tended to have better outcomes. Results that are 

statistically significant are as follows. 

• ECHS/HSRS students earned higher high school cumulative grade point averages versus 

their matched comparisons.  

• ECHS/HSRS students were more likely to enroll in a 2- or 4-year institution the first fall after 

graduation versus their matched comparisons. 
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• ECHS/HSRS students were more likely to have completed a college-level mathematics 

course and a college-level English course within 1 year of high school graduation versus 

their matched comparisons.  

• Within 1 year of high school graduation, ECHS/HSRS students had accumulated an 

additional seven or eight college credits versus their matched comparisons.  

• ECHS/HSRS students were more likely to persist in their second year of college versus their 

matched comparisons.  

Benefits and Challenges 

• College partners and high schools described as benefits of early college building connections 

that contributed to the mission or goals of their respective institutions. College partners 

referred to establishing a pipeline that drew high school students to the college after 

graduation, strengthening their commitment to local communities, and preparing students 

for the demands of college. High schools mentioned benefits such as improved school 

culture and instruction and, in some cases, the reputation of the school.  

• For high schools and college partners, challenges are associated with extra demands on 

time and resources, as well as managing logistics. Some high schools also have had ongoing 

issues related to low student interest and/or teacher resistance or skepticism.  

• Students reported numerous benefits from participating in early college. The challenges 

they described—meeting new expectations and balancing their high school and college 

course work—were the counterpart of the benefits they cited related to gaining academic 

and personal skills as well as maturity and independence that better prepares them for 

college. 

The ECHS and HSRS programs included in this study have demonstrated a variety of ways to 

design early college programs in terms of scheduling, course offerings, and student supports plus 

a variety of ways to implement the programs in terms of leadership strategies, recruitment and 

enrollment, coordination, and partnerships. Many approaches have been adaptive—

accommodating school characteristics, location, resources, and other circumstances unique to 

the school, students, or community. Some approaches were less dynamic and reflect limitations 

in commitment and lack of attention to the growth or improvement of the early college 

program. Together, the programs examined may provide useful lessons for other high schools 

in Hawai‘i as they plan, implement, and continue to develop their early college programs.  
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Introduction 

Hawai‘i P-20 Partnerships for Education (Hawai‘i P-20), a statewide collaborative led by the 

Executive Office on Early Learning of the Hawaii State Department of Education (HIDOE) and 

the University of Hawai‘i (UH) System, works to strengthen the pipeline from early childhood 

through higher education, with the goal of college and career success for all Hawai‘i students. 

Hawai‘i P-20 manages GEAR UP Hawai‘i (GUHI), a federal program funded by the U.S. 

Department of Education, whose mission is to significantly increase the number of low-income 

middle and high school students who are prepared to enter and succeed in college. GUHI 

supports a wide variety of college and career readiness initiatives to help prepare students for 

college and career success, including early college programs (which provide students with dual-

credit opportunities) such as the Early College High School (ECHS) and High School–Based 

Running Start (HSRS)1 programs. 

The Programs 

ECHS was launched in fall 2014 through a partnership between GUHI and the Harold K. L. Castle 

Foundation. The 3-year nonrenewable grant, which concluded in the 2016–17 school year, 

provided funding and technical support to 12 selected Hawai‘i public high schools to provide 

dual-credit courses free of charge to intact groups of students on the high school campus. The 

program sought to target students from groups that are underrepresented in higher education, 

specifically students who are Native Hawaiian, low income, and/or first-generation college 

goers. 

Begun in 2012, HSRS is a variation of Running Start, the state’s oldest dual-credit program. The 

traditional Running Start program allows individual high school students to take college courses 

on a UH campus, with GUHI covering the cost of tuition and books for students from low-

income families. Like ECHS, HSRS was designed for high school students to take a college course 

at the high school with costs associated with the class (e.g., tuition and/or a flat instructional 

fee, student fees, and/or books) paid for by the program. Six high schools consistently 

participated in HSRS. 

A key difference between ECHS and HSRS is that ECHS grantees had more resources and 

opportunities to plan and develop their programs compared with HSRS grantees. The ECHS 

schools were assured 3 years of funding (2014–15, 2015–16, and 2016–17), whereas funding 

                                                      
1 High School-Based Running Start is term used by Hawai’i P-20 for this evaluation to differentiate the schools funded through 
the ECHS program grant from other early college schools supported by Hawai’i P-20. 
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for HSRS was reviewed on a yearly basis with no guaranteed funding from year to year. Another 

difference is that Hawai‘i P-20 provided comprehensive support to ECHS grantees and their 

college partners through in-person community of learner meetings three times per year; when 

requested, a nationally known consultant on early college programs also visited and consulted 

with high schools. These two types of support were not available to HSRS grantees, although 

similar to their ECHS counterparts, HSRS grantees were provided technical assistance from 

Hawai‘i P-20 staff. Finally, ECHS grantees were required to provide academic support for early 

college students and assign a dedicated program coordinator to manage the grant, particularly 

to manage recruitment, manage enrollment, and monitor student progress in the early college 

courses. HSRS grantees did not have similar requirements. Table 1 provides a snapshot of the 

two early college programs.  

Table 1. ECHS and HSRS Programs 

ECHS HSRS 

• Classrooms of high school students take 
college courses at high schoola 

• Guaranteed 3-year funding 

• Community of learners with other ECHS 
grantees 

• Access to an early college consultant 

• Support from Hawai‘i P-20 

• Early college coordinator required 

• Support for students required 

• Classrooms of high school students take 
college courses at high school  

• One-year funding with no guarantee of 
additional funding 

• No structured contact with other HSRS 
grantees 

• Support from Hawai‘i P-20 

aThe majority of classes were offered at the high school campus. In rare cases, ECHS summer courses were held on 

the college campus. 

Participating High Schools 

The 18 schools that participated in ECHS and HSRS represented a broad spectrum of high 

schools in the state, as shown in Table 2. Located on four islands, participating schools were 

situated in communities ranging in size from 6,000 to more than 80,000 residents. School size 

as measured by student enrollment varied, with a low of 265 at Kohala High School to more 

than 2,000 at Farrington High School; most schools served between 500 and 1,000 students. 

Students of Native Hawaiian (NH) or Pacific Islander (PI) descent comprised at least one fourth 

of the total student population in all but two schools (McKinley and Waipahu), with most 

schools (11 out of 18) serving between 25% and 50% NH and PI students. At least half of the 
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students in 15 schools received free or reduced-price lunch (low socioeconomic status [SES]). 

Table 2 presents demographic information for each school included in this study. 

Table 2. Locale and Student Demographics by School 

High school Island 
Size of school 

community 
School 

enrollment 

NH and PI 
students 

(percentage 
of total) 

Low SES 
students 

(percentage 
of total) 

ECHS 

Farrington O‘ahu 49,872 2,417 29% 60% 

Hilo Hawai‘i 28,603 1,224 45% 61% 

Kailua O‘ahu 28,776 750 58% 52% 

Kaimukī O‘ahu 84,204 760 39% 62% 

Kapa‘a Kaua‘i 28,821 1,067 35% 44% 

Kaua‘i Kaua‘i 26,343 1,134 26% 36% 

Kealakehe Hawai‘i 42,511 1,299 36% 54% 

Kohala Hawai‘i 6,276 265 41% 62% 

Moloka‘i Moloka‘i 7,258 353 76% 69% 

Waiākea Hawai‘i 22,351 1,219 37% 48% 

Wai‘anae O‘ahu 36,404 1,789 69% 69% 

Waipahu O‘ahu 60,305 2,494 22% 56% 

HSRS 

Kea‘au Hawai‘i 24,991 871 48% 78% 

Konawaena Hawai‘i 12,291 730 39% 62% 

Leilehua O‘ahu 44,040 1,745 26% 54% 

McKinley O‘ahu 76,909 1,671 22% 56% 

Nānākuli  O‘ahu 12,114 962 84% 74% 

Pāhoa Hawai‘i 20,430 684 55% 82% 

Source. School Status Improvement Report 2014–15 and U.S News High School Profiles 2013–14.  
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Table 3 shows averages on four characteristics for ECHS and HSRS schools. Although the two 

groups of schools were similar in terms of size of the school community, student enrollment, 

and proportion of NH and PI students, HSRS schools on average served a higher percentage of 

low-SES students.2 

Table 3. School Characteristics: Averages by Program 

Average All (N = 17) ECHS (n = 12) HSRS (n = 6) 

Size of school community 32,028 35,144 31,796 

Student enrollment 1,191 1,231 1,111 

% NH/PI students 44% 43% 46% 

% low SES 60% 56% 68% 

College Partners 

ECHS and HSRS schools typically partnered with area community colleges. Four high schools 

(Kohala, Nānākuli, Wai‘anae, and Waipahu) also partnered with a UH 4-year college, although 

the community college partner was their primary partner.  

As Table 4 shows, high schools’ proximity to their primary college partner varied from less than 

a mile (Waiākea) to 48 miles for rural Kohala. Partner college enrollment also varied, with 

Moloka‘i Education Center serving 250 students and Kapi‘olani Community College in Honolulu 

serving 6,700 students. Nearly all community colleges reported supporting multiple early 

college programs funded by Hawai‘i P-20 or other sources, which is evidence of the growth and 

popularity of such programs across the state. The Moloka‘i Education Center served only 

Moloka‘i High School (although the parent campus, UH Maui College, supports additional high 

schools), whereas Hawai‘i Community College and Leeward Community College each supported 

eight early college programs.  

                                                      
2 This is likely because HSRS schools were able to access only GUHI funding, which is limited to schools where more than half of 
the students are low SES. ECHS schools did not need to meet this same requirement because they could access funding from 
either GUHI or the Harold K. L. Castle Foundation. 
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Table 4. Partner College Characteristics 

High school Island Partner college 
Proximity to 

college partnera 
(miles) 

College 
partner 

enrollment 

Number of early 
college programs 

supported by college 
partner 

ECHS 

Farrington O‘ahu Honolulu CC 1 3,503 4 

Hilo Hawai‘i Hawai‘i CC  3 2,607 8 

Kailua O‘ahu Windward CC 6 2,282 4 

Kaimukī O‘ahu Kapi‘olani CC 2 6,700 4 

Kapa‘a Kaua‘i Kaua‘i CC 12 1,234 3 

Kealakehe Hawai‘i Hawai‘i CC 6 2,607 8 

Kohala Hawai‘i 
Hawai‘i CC 

(Pālamanui) 
48 2,607 8 

Kaua‘i Kaua‘i Kaua‘i CC 3 1,234 3 

Moloka‘i Moloka‘i 
UHMC (Moloka‘i 

Education Center) 
8 250b 1 

Waiākea Hawai‘i Hawai‘i CC 0.1 2,607 8 

Wai‘anae O‘ahu 
Leeward CC 

(Wai’anae Moku) 
3 6,608 8 

Waipahu O‘ahu Leeward CC 2 6,608 8 

HSRS 

Kea‘au Hawai‘i Hawai‘i CC 9 2,607 8 

Konawaena Hawai‘i 
Hawai‘i CC 

(Pālamanui) 
18 2,607 8 

Leilehua O‘ahu Leeward CC 11 6,608 8 

McKinley O‘ahu Honolulu CC 3 3,503 4 

Nānākuli  O‘ahu 
Leeward CC 

(Wai’anae Moku) 
5 6,608 8 

Pāhoa Hawai‘i Hawai‘i CC 18 2,607 8 

Source. University of Hawai‘i System annual “head count” enrollment, Spring 2017. 
aProximity to college partner determined with Google Maps. The campus of the partner college closest to the high school was 

selected. bMoloka‘i High School is served by an education center that is a satellite of Maui Community College. Enrollment in 

the satellite, UH Maui College–Moloka‘i Education Center, is shown. 
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Table 5 shows differences between ECHS and HSRS schools based on the averages of three 

characteristics: proximity to college partners, college partner enrollment, and the reported 

number of early college programs supported by the partner college. On average, HSRS schools 

tended to be farther from their partner college. Although numerous high schools across both 

programs partnered with the same colleges, the average size of the community college that 

HSRS schools partnered with was larger by about 600 students. Also, the HSRS high schools on 

average partnered with colleges that were supporting slightly more early college programs.  

Table 5. Partner College Characteristics: Averages by Program 

Average All (N = 18) ECHS (n = 12) HSRS (n = 6) 

Proximity to college partner (miles) 9 8 11 

College enrollment 3,714 3,509 4,090 

Number of early college programs supported 6.2 5.6 7.3 

Evaluation of the Programs 

In spring 2016, Hawai‘i P-20 partnered with the American Institutes for Research (AIR) to 

conduct a 2-year external evaluation of the ECHS and HSRS programs. AIR’s evaluation has two 

major components: (a) an implementation study, which focuses on major design features of the 

early college programs and is based on qualitative data collected through on-site interviews and 

student focus groups, and (b) an outcomes study, which assesses the impact of early college 

participation on student outcomes, such as dual credits earned in high school and post high 

school college enrollment and retention. Together the two components address four key 

research questions:  

1. How do program design and implementation features differ, and which features are 

associated with positive student outcomes?  

2. How did the program influence the cultures and systems of participating schools and the 

higher education institutions?  

3. What was the effect of the program on participants in terms of college credits earned while 

in high school, first fall college enrollment, college-level course enrollment, and second fall 

college retention? In what ways did student, school, and program effects vary across 

schools and program type?  
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4. To what extent did participating high schools successfully sustain all or part of an early 

college program in terms of student recruitment, courses offered, student support, and 

funding and strategic planning?  

Data Sources  

Implementation Study 

AIR researchers conducted site visits in January and February 2017 to all schools participating in 

ECHS and HSRS.3 During these day-long site visits, interviews with early college staff and school 

leaders and student focus groups were held. In addition, AIR interviewed college partner 

representatives and college instructors by telephone during the same time period. Table 6 

shows the number of interviews conducted with the different respondent groups.  

Table 6. Number of Interviews Conducted  

Respondent type Number 

Early college coordinators 17 

School administrators 16 

Early college teams 11a 

Early college support teachers 14a 

Student focus groups 17 

College partner representatives 8 

College instructors 10 

TOTAL  93 

aSome of the schools did not have these positions. 

Although the implementation study primarily relied on data collected from site visit interviews, 

student focus groups, and college partner interviews, documents and artifacts provided by 

Hawai‘i P-20 and schools also were considered (e.g., information about early college courses 

offered). In addition, data related to the sustainability of early college programs were collected 

by Hawai‘i P-20 in January 2018 and shared with AIR. These data were gathered via an online 

                                                      
3 Although 12 schools received ECHS funding, data from only 11 ECHS schools were included in the implementation study. The 
excluded school—Waipahu High School—was unique because it had multiple sources of funding for its early college program, 
which was much larger and more established than other schools in the sample. Implementation of Waipahu High School’s early 
college program is described in a separate case study in Appendix C.  
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survey or a telephone interview conducted by Hawai‘i P-20. All ECHS and HSRS schools 

responded to the survey or the interview. 

Outcomes Study 

Data for the outcomes study were provided by Hawai‘i P-20 through its data-sharing agreement 

with HIDOE and the National Student Clearinghouse. AIR requested and received data on all 

students who graduated in 2015, 2016, and 2017 (i.e., graduating cohorts) from public high 

schools in Hawai‘i offering the ECHS or HSRS programs. To facilitate the matching process, the 

data included eighth-grade standardized test scores in reading and mathematics and 

demographic data such as gender, race, eligibility for the free or reduced-price lunch program, 

English learner status, and 504/disability status. For outcomes analysis, the data included 

secondary and postsecondary outcomes data for the three cohorts of graduating students.4 

These data included the following: 

• High school grade point average (GPA) 

• On-time graduation status 

• First fall college enrollment 

• College persistence 

• College mathematics and English course completion 

• Total number of college credits earned5 

Analytic Approach 

Implementation Study 

The implementation study was designed to examine similarities and differences across 

programs. The purpose of the study was to conduct a qualitative analysis of how participating 

ECHS and HSRS programs (also referred to as ECHS and HSRS schools) implemented key 

components of their early college programs, present promising practices and shared challenges, 

and then identify the programs that have more developed and potentially sustainable 

programs.  

                                                      
4 Because the 2017 cohort only recently graduated, they did not have complete data for all outcomes (i.e., college English and 
mathematics course completion, college credits earned, and college persistence). 
5 College mathematics, English course completion, and total number of college credits refer to credits earned within 1 year of 
graduation, including dual credits earned in high school. 
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The first major step in the implementation study was to identify the program components on 

which comparisons could be made. These components are grounded in the steps a program 

must take to implement the early college program, such as recruitment, enrollment, and course 

offerings. The second step was to synthesize data from each program and develop individual 

summaries organized by program components. The program syntheses were then coded by 

program components using NVivo qualitative data analysis software. Data reports for each 

component included evidence from interviews and focus groups on the characteristics of the 

component across programs. Where possible, components were categorized for each program 

and across programs—ECHS and HSRS—to assess the strength of implementation.  

Outcomes Study 

To evaluate the impact of early college (ECHS and HSRS) on student outcomes, AIR designed a 

matching study. In the absence of experimental approaches, matching designs are among the 

best options for ruling out alternative explanations for program effects. The purpose of a 

matching study is to identify students who did not participate in the program of interest but 

were otherwise similar to program participants on observable characteristics (e.g., pre-program 

measures of outcomes, demographics, location). When matching studies are successfully 

conducted, differences on outcomes between program and matched comparison students can 

be attributed to the program itself (Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 2002). 

We used propensity score matching with replacement. That is, for each ECHS/HSRS student, we 

identified a nonparticipating student in the same school who was most similar on preprogram 

characteristics. This approach allowed multiple ECHS/HSRS students to “share” a comparison 

student if no better matches were available (i.e., when the pool of “acceptable” matches was 

smaller than the pool of program participants). 

We then analyzed impacts of the ECHS/HSRS programs on student outcomes using linear 

regression models, controlling for propensity score weights,6 student cohort, and school. For 

binary outcomes, we used a logistic regression model; for continuous outcomes, we used an 

ordinary least squares model. For count outcomes such as the number of college credits earned 

within 1 year of high school, we used an overdispersed Poisson model. 

                                                      
6 Because we used replacement matching, matched comparison students were assigned a weight that was proportional to the 
number of ECHS/HSRS students they were matched to. The sum of the comparison sample weights was equal to the total 
ECHS/HSRS sample size. These weights were used in our analyses. 
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Organization of the Report 

This report is organized into the following chapters:  

• Chapter 1: Program Establishment and Operations discusses three aspects related to 

establishing and operating the program: leadership and teacher support in the high school, 

the coordination of early college, and efforts to sustain the program in the future.  

• Chapter 2: Recruiting and Enrolling Students presents how respondents described their 

target population, recruitment approaches, and the approaches and challenges associated 

with enrolling students in the program. 

• Chapter 3: Courses and Support for Students describes when courses were scheduled, the 

number and type of courses offered, the overall orientation of the program, and the 

alignment of programs to the target population. This chapter also describes various levels of 

support to students and students’ experiences of early college courses, as reported in focus 

groups. 

• Chapter 4: Sustaining Early College discusses efforts by school leaders to continue early 

college in their schools beyond Hawai’i P-20 funding, their success in doing so, and key 

issues affecting sustainability. 

• Chapter 5: Overview of Implementation examines the early college programs at the 

program level, focusing on components implemented at a high level. Differences between 

ECHS and HSRS programs are discussed. 

• Chapter 6: Student Outcomes examines the impact of participating in early college on 

students’ high school and postsecondary outcomes.  

• Chapter 7: Benefits and Challenges describes the benefits and challenges of early college as 

perceived by college partners, high schools, and participating students.  

• Chapter 8: Conclusion summarizes key implementation and outcomes findings presented in 

previous chapters.  

Illustrative quotes are incorporated throughout the report. The included quotes represent 

common viewpoints or were selected because they were particularly insightful or helped clarify 

the information presented. Finally, where they contributed to understanding, examples of 

school practices were included to show how schools funded by Hawai‘i P-20 implemented, 

managed, and supported early college. 
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Chapter 1: Program Establishment and Operations 

This chapter addresses what schools have done to establish and maintain their early college 

programs and includes sections on leadership and teacher support and how the programs were 

coordinated in the schools. Together, these components indicate schools’ commitment to early 

college and the capacity for implementation and growth.  

Leadership and Teacher Support 

Leadership and teacher support are critical factors that convey whether the early college 

program is an important component of the school or a more peripheral and somewhat 

sidelined program. The analysis of site visit data shows a strong relationship between 

leadership and teacher support—one that was expected given the authority of principals to 

communicate, make decisions, and establish a vision that broadcasts the importance of early 

college and expectations of the school community. 

Leadership Support 

Among the early college grantees, school leaders varied in the extent to which they supported 

and were engaged in the early college program. For example, several principals had integrated 

the early college program into their overall plans to improve high school culture and college-

going among students. Others offered late or minimal support for the program.  

As Figure 1 shows, overall, leadership support was assessed as high in seven schools (41%), 

moderate in six (35%), and low in four (24%). Leadership support was less notably engaged for 

the HSRS programs than the ECHS programs; leadership support was low in half of the HSRS 

schools but high in more than half of the ECHS schools. 

Figure 1. Leadership Support 
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High Leadership Support 

An assessment of high leadership support was based on school leaders taking action and 

making decisions that more firmly established the early college program and set it up for 

expansion. Leadership support was active and visible. The following practices were indicative of 

high leadership support.  

• Viewing Early College as a Benefit for the School and Students. Several school leaders 

articulated or were reported to envision the early college program as potential influence on 

school culture and school improvement. For example, according to a college partner, a 

principal was intent on changing the culture of the school and adhered to this goal since the 

beginning of the school’s partnership with the college. Referring to this school, the college 

partner said, “The high school has really embraced early college as a strategy to impact their 

entire high school, and not just the particular students who are enrolled in early college.”  

• Fitting the Program Into the School. The more engaged principals were strategic about 

where and how to fit early college into the school. Two principals, for example, moved their 

high schools to a four-by-four schedule the year before participating in ECHS to 

accommodate “the college environment in terms of their schedule.”7 In addition, one 

principal, in a school where student interest surveys were administered to learn what 

courses students would like to take, had selected early college courses that aligned with the 

school’s existing career pathways. Another principal said the school has a “College for Every 

Student” program, adding that early college was intentionally connected to this initiative.  

• Proactively Addressing Obstacles. Involved 

principals proactively addressed obstacles to 

implementing early college. For example, in 

two programs with engaged principals, 

some or all the early college classes were 

scheduled after school. To prevent students 

from having to choose between early 

college classes and sports practice, 

principals met with the athletic departments 

to explain the value of early college to students and urge coaches to allow student athletes 

taking courses to join practice late. In one school, administrators talked to teachers whose 

classes were most likely to be duplicated by early college courses. According to the 

principal, this ensured that teachers “had an opportunity to have full input into whatever 

                                                      
7 Nearly all the ECHS programs with highly engaged principals were on a block or modified block schedule. 

The administrators are willing to take 

stands and things with their teachers on 

campus, whatever, if it’s in the best 

interest of the program and the students. 

—High School Administrator 
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issues they felt they needed to raise… That was a conversation I wanted to have before this 

started happening and they find themselves looking backwards.” In another school, the 

principal held an open forum to share information about the program with all teachers. The 

principal said teachers now “have a better idea this year than last about ECHS.” An early 

concern, the principal said, was that ECHS would eliminate jobs. Thus, teachers were 

assured that early college would not eliminate jobs and would instead enrich the school’s 

course offerings.  

• Assigning Roles. Typically, in schools with high leadership support, different groups of 

faculty and staff had clear roles in the implementation of the early college program. For 

example, counselors helped recruit students by making presentations in classrooms, and 

they enrolled students in early college classes. Teachers referred and recommended 

students to take an early college course. In some schools, a handful of teachers were 

assigned to support specific early college classes. 

• Identifying Additional Funding. Highly supportive principals identified or secured additional 

funding to expand the number of early college courses. For example, in a small high school, 

the principal began looking for additional funding after the first year of the grant; in larger 

schools, principals set aside funding (usually from weighted student formula funds) to 

ensure the continuation of early college after Hawai‘i P-20 funding ended.  

Moderate Leadership Support 

In about one third of the early college schools, leadership involvement was moderate. Leaders 

in this category were supportive of the program but not comprehensive in their support. A 

general depiction in the schools with moderate leadership support is that the leaders did not 

interfere with the program and provided some support, but they did not exhibit the same level 

of engagement as high-support leaders. Support may have been steady, but engagement was 

limited or passive.  

For example, in one school, the principal promoted the program but did not address 

fundamental problems, including gaining support from athletic coaches so that early college 

students could be late for practice, and addressing the bell schedule and announcements that 

disrupted the early college classes. In another school, a respondent said the principal supported 

the program (assigning more active support to a vice principal) as long as there was funding and 

complaints and issues were minimal. In another school, the program’s purpose and fit into the 

school were not clear. A college partner said the early college program “is like something else 

that they do.” Referring to another program, the college partner said meetings with the 

principal and high school staff were so infrequent that the partnership could not gain traction.  
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Low Leadership Support 

Leadership was assessed as low when principals did not address implementation problems and, 

most significantly, had not made efforts to promote the early college program in the school or 

engage key faculty and staff members. Respondents referred to the principals as being 

inattentive and relatively uninvolved. For example, in one school, respondents indicated that 

early college “doesn’t rise up their radar very far.” In another school, the principal (in a school 

with high principal turnover) attended to the program only in the third year of implementation. 

The principal did not establish a vision for the program and appeared to have little knowledge 

of the confusion related to coordinator roles and enrollment. A college partner said the 

following about another school that was having difficulty recruiting students: “We’re not sure 

about the support that the coordinators get from administration.” 

Teacher Support 

The assessment of teacher support was based on statements of coordinators and 

administrators, as well as college team members.8 The awareness and support from teachers 

and counselors also varied across ECHS and HSRS schools. As Figure 2 shows, teacher support 

was high in six schools (35%), moderate in four schools (24%), and low in seven schools (41%). 

Teacher knowledge and support was in the moderate to high range in most ECHS schools, 

whereas support was categorized as low in two thirds of the HSRS schools. 

Figure 2. Teacher Support 
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High teacher support was indicated first by interview respondents stating that all teachers were 

aware of the program. In addition, teachers were described as supportive; resistance or 

concerns among teachers were limited and were not described as a problem. Lastly, teachers 

                                                      
8 Teachers were not interviewed unless they were support teachers for a college class or on the early college team. 
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had a role in the program, most typically recommending students to the programs. In turn, this 

recruitment practice stimulated greater understanding among teachers about how the early 

college program might be beneficial for their students as well as their school. 

High teacher support was strongly associated with leadership strategies for communicating 

about the program and addressing concerns, particularly the concerns of teachers who were 

anxious that early college would reduce their class sizes and, possibly, result in the loss of their 

jobs. As noted earlier, some principals held meetings and professional development sessions to 

explain the purpose of the early college program and hear and address teacher concerns. In 

these schools, respondents said that teacher awareness was high, and teachers had few, if any, 

unaddressed concerns.  

Moderate Teacher Support 

Teacher support was assessed as moderate in schools where teachers were aware of early 

college but had unaddressed concerns. Teachers provided some support for the program and 

recruited or recommended students, but the interview respondents still referred to problems 

building teacher support. For example, in one school, teacher support was assessed as 

moderate because some teachers had a role in recommending students for early college 

classes. At the same time, a respondent said that teachers were concerned about how the early 

program would affect their jobs. For this reason, the school did not plan to increase the number 

of early college courses it offers. In another school, teachers helped identify students for the 

program, but the early college coordinator said that teachers still wondered “why we are 

paying for students to take college courses” or think the early college classes are “stealing kids 

away” from their Advanced Placement (AP) courses. In another school, the school team had 

only recently “made it a point to really educate the rest of the faculty members about the early 

college program and what it is and what we’ve been doing. They’ve known that it existed, but I 

think we’ve been remiss in the past about really getting them completely involved in the 

process.” 

Low Teacher Support 

Low teacher support was identified in schools where the early college program was isolated 

and unpublicized or where a large group of teachers failed to see the benefits of or did not 

want the program. In one school with low teacher support, for example, a respondent said that 

early college was known to only the few teachers who support the classes. An early college 

coordinator in another school said, “I know there are a lot of teachers who don’t know what is 

possible and what the goal of this [early college] is.” Two respondents in another school said 

that teachers have discouraged certain students from taking early college classes because they 

do not think they can succeed.  
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Coordination of Early College 

Coordination of the early college program refers to the defined roles and responsibilities of the 

early college coordinator and the early college team to implement and oversee the program. 

The effectiveness of coordination is likely to influence program success, including the potential 

for expansion and sustainability. Analysis of interview data shows that most programs featured 

a recognized early college coordinator supported by other school staff. Deliberate planning for 

the rollout and growth of early college greatly strengthened coordination and eased the role of 

the coordinator. 

Coordinator Responsibilities 

Coordination of early college involved a mix of responsibilities that ran the gamut from finding 

classrooms and ordering books to selecting courses and contributing to the larger vision of 

dual-credit programming in the school. Based on the interviews conducted, Figure 3 shows the 

most common coordination activities cited by early college high school staff. Among all schools, 

direct involvement in recruiting students and ensuring that their early college registration and 

enrollment paperwork were properly completed and submitted were widely reported as 

coordinator activities. Among ECHS schools, promoting early college also was a prominent 

activity. Among HSRS schools, coordinating with the college partner was cited as a common 

coordinator activity. 

Figure 3. Common Coordination Activities  
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In nearly all schools, the roles and responsibilities of the early college coordinator and team 

evolved as individual programs evolved, driven in part by fluctuations in student enrollment, 

school leadership changes, staff turnover, and availability of school resources. About half of the 

early college coordinators were not involved 

at the outset of Hawai‘i P-20 grant funding; 

they were assigned the coordinator role 

because of school staffing changes during the 

second or third year. Also, during the grant, 

schools gained understanding and experience 

on how to effectively manage their early college programs and, accordingly, adjusted their 

coordination and implementation strategies, staffing, and even the overall philosophy of their 

early college program.  

Coordination Models 

To understand the nuances in the coordination of early college, similarities and differences in 

how the program was managed across schools were examined. Based on this analysis of site 

visit data, models of program coordination broadly determined by roles and responsibilities of 

key staff were identified: 

• Model 1: Coordinator with structured support  

• Model 2: Coordinator with unstructured support  

• Model 3: Coordinator as champion for early college 

• Model 4: Loose coordination 

Figure 4 shows the distribution of coordination models in 2016–17.9 Among all schools, 

coordination of early college was most frequently through a coordinator, with structured 

support from other school staff. This is especially true of ECHS schools. Among HSRS schools, a 

coordinator with structured or unstructured support was equally likely. The subsections that 

follow more fully describe each model and provide examples of this type of coordination based 

on interview data. 

                                                      
9 It should be noted that the models are not fixed; schools sometimes adopted features of different models or shifted models 
depending on various factors, such as availability of staff and program growth. 

You have to be somebody who is willing to 

work hard and believes in the program. 

—Early College Coordinator 
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Figure 4. Coordination Models  

 

Coordinator With Structured Support  

In this model, program coordination revolved 

around a recognized individual who acted as 

the point person for early college. The 

coordinator wore multiple hats, with early 

college coordination being one of several 

areas of responsibility, often including 

college and career counseling. Many 

coordinators also oversaw other programs or 

initiatives at the school. Coordinators could 

be described as all-around team players who, 

with other school staff, formed an early college team. Teams often shared responsibility for 

implementation and decision making related to early college and consisted of grade-level 

counselors, the registrar, school administrators, and teachers (particularly Advancement Via 

Individual Determination [AVID] teachers). Team responsibilities included recruiting and 

enrolling students; making decisions about early college course offerings; monitoring student 

performance; and ensuring that students were supported in, as well as out, of early college 

courses. Each team member had defined tasks often aligned with their regular school roles. For 

example, counselors typically focused on student recruitment, and the registrar worked on 

scheduling early college classes. Other tasks, such as course selection and supporting students, 

often were shared responsibilities of the team. In this model, the coordinator not only 

coordinated the activities of colleagues and ensured that program requirements were met but 

also participated in the nuts and bolts of program implementation.  

47%

24%

18%

12%

55%

18%

18%

9%

33%

33%

17%

17%

Coordinator with
structured support

Coordinator with
unstructured support

Coordinator as
champion for early

college

Loose coordination

All (N = 17) ECHS (n = 11) HSRS (n = 6)

He doesn’t only just do coordination with the 

colleges; he does coordination with the 

families. He knows the kids who are 

attending. He meets with them one-on-one, 

so there’s a lot of different things and a lot of 

different roles he plays. 

—High School Administrator 
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Structured Team 

In one school, early college was administered by a recognized site team that helped organize 

and support the program and participating students. Led by the principal and the early college 

coordinator, the team consisted of grade-level counselors, the registrar, the Title I coordinator, 

and the AVID coordinator. The impetus to form the team was to better define guidelines and 

procedures to promote a better and shared understanding of recruitment criteria, application 

deadlines, and processes among all school staff. Meetings were scheduled once per month, 

during which the team discussed student recruitment and performance, including identifying 

students for enrollment, tracking student performance once enrolled, and determining the 

need for tutors or other types of support should students struggle in early college or their 

regular high school classes. As one team member described, “We monitor students, make sure 

we get them to graduate, monitor credits, how they’re doing in class.” Counselors, based on 

their knowledge of students, provided input when considering students for participation in 

early college or discussing concerns with specific students. 

Coordinator With Unstructured Support  

In this model as in the previous one, the coordinator had responsibilities for early college as 

well as other responsibilities in the school. The key difference from the previous model was 

that support for the coordinator was less structured and coordinated. That is, individuals may 

have supported the coordinator on discrete tasks, but that support was not planned in a 

cohesive fashion or part of a team approach. For example, counselors helped with recruitment, 

but were not involved in other aspects of early college and did not participate in decision 

making related to early college.  

Different reasons existed for this type of coordination—with unstructured rather than 

structured support. In some cases, it was the product of the school’s tenuous commitment to 

early college, which made it difficult for the program and the coordinator to gain traction with a 

dedicated team. For example, in one school that experienced high turnover in coordinators and 

administrators, early college was not well understood or supported, which made it difficult for 

the coordinator to organize a consistent approach. Early college enjoyed greater support and 

was on a firmer foundation in another school with this type of coordination. In this school, 

much of the thorniness of implementation was resolved in the first year of the program; thus, 

ongoing structured support was not considered necessary.  
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Coordinator as Champion for Early College  

In this model, the early college coordinator 

excelled in his or her role. The coordinator 

was a visible presence and widely known by 

students and school faculty alike. He or she 

was the main contact person with the college 

partner and Hawai‘i P-20 and provided 

consistent, effective, and evident program 

guidance and supervisory support as the early 

college program grew. As in other schools, the 

coordinator position often encompassed multiple roles, including manager, spokesperson, 

troubleshooter, and advocate for early college. However, coordinators in this model were 

particularly strong and effective champions for early college and had greater authority to act on 

behalf of the program. Beyond the day-to-day running of the program, they brought notable 

enthusiasm and attention to early college in and out of the school. Through their 

communication and leadership skills, they added to or put into clearer focus the overall vision 

for early college articulated by school leaders.10  

 

Coordinator as Advocate 

In a large suburban school that had experienced rapid expansion of early college during the 

past 3 years, the early college coordinator position evolved so that the role was more about 

strategic management of early college and less about working directly with students. Thanks to 

the efforts of the coordinator and with support from school administrators, early college was 

perceived to be an important aspect of students’ high school experience. Thus, grade-level 

counselors had been trained in the registration and enrollment process and worked directly 

with early college students in their caseloads to complete the necessary paperwork for 

admission. The coordinator oversaw this process and was responsible for checking and 

gathering completed paperwork for submission to the college partner. As the coordinator 

described, a key responsibility was serving as a liaison between the high school and college 

partner, “facilitating any kind of communication back and forth between the college instructors 

and our staff, whether it’s the teachers or the counselors. Really playing that middle man role in 

the whole thing. Ensuring that there’s good flow of communication between the campuses.” 

                                                      
10 The vision for early college may be to have students earn a minimum number of transferrable credits, advance on a chosen 
career path, or enroll a certain number of students who would not have considered a college path otherwise. 

I feel like [the early college coordinator] is 

literally the center of everything—all our 

problems and our questions—anything that 

has to relate to high school or college. He’s 

the man we look up to basically. 

—Early College Student 
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In another large school that also experienced rapid growth in the number of early college 

courses offered and students participating, the coordinator was purposely selected by school 

leaders for his enthusiasm, ability to connect with and motivate students, and overall 

commitment to early college and the energy to grow it. The coordinator was very much “in the 

thick of things doing everything,” including working directly with college instructors and 

supporting students in the classroom. He also was acknowledged by senior school staff as the 

future of the program and was expected to oversee all early college initiatives in the school 

moving forward, thus uniting dual-credit opportunities under one umbrella and coordinator. 

Loose Coordination  

The final model of early college coordination was coordination without a clearly identified 

coordinator, team, or responsibilities. This model was not common. It worked moderately well 

in one school, where responsibilities for early college were distributed among multiple 

individuals assigned to work if not collaboratively, at least in parallel with one another to 

ensure that important aspects of implementing early college were covered. It did not work well 

in another school in which there was a named but not universally recognized coordinator 

(because the previous coordinator had not relinquished all responsibilities). Also, in the latter 

school, expectations of counselors were not defined or prioritized by school leadership or the 

current or former coordinator. Thus, as a group, counselors were not mobilized to support the 

early college program or participating students to the detriment of both. 

 

Divided Coordination  

In one small rural school, program coordination responsibilities were unofficially divided 

between two individuals. One staff member oversaw scheduling and was the main point of 

contact for college enrollment and registration issues; the other person worked directly with 

students as a support teacher and was the main contact for college instructors. Because of the 

contained scope of early college—limited number of classes and small number of students 

participating—the school managed to operate the program without a clear coordinator or the 

support of a team.  

In another small school, early college coordination responsibilities were dispersed among 

several staff, including the counselor, the registrar, and the student services coordinator. In this 

case, however, the program suffered from lack of communication and widespread school 

support for early college. This was acknowledged by the principal who said, “If we had an 

additional position that would just monitor [early college] alone, that would help. It’s just divided 

across a number of people who are working right now, but they already have a full-time job.” 
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Several school staff members also noted that colleagues were overloaded with administering 

the program on top of their regular tasks: “They have a full load to begin with. I have a full load 

without the program. Everyone does. An additional program is, although we know it’s to benefit 

the students, it’s been a challenge to integrate into the school. A dedicated person would be 

better.”  

Planning for Success 

A common feature of programs that appeared to run smoothly, regardless of the coordination 

model, was that they all engaged in a deliberate planning and development process prior to or 

in the initial stages of implementation. During this time, the schools established viable 

structures and processes that eased some of the burden and difficulties of coordination, 

mitigated disruptions because of staffing changes, and contributed to greater integration of 

early college into the school environment. School leaders described this period as “backward 

mapping,” “strategic planning,” or an extended period of thinking and talking about “what it 

might look like” during the years of grant funding and, in some cases, beyond.  

 

Laying the Foundation 

In three schools, the early college program began with careful planning led by a coordinator 

who was instrumental in developing and organizing processes and procedures—for example, 

recruitment and enrollment procedures—to effectively implement early college. In one 

midsized school with strong principal support, the coordinator served in the position full-time. 

According to the college partner, this “helped work out all the logistics” and made the school 

“the least problematic high school to work with.” In another school, a large urban high school, 

planning for and piloting early college with the college partner took place across 2 years, which 

was critical for building the relationship with the college partner and ensuring that the program 

fits the school’s unique student population. As the former coordinator said, “We were pretty 

strategic in delivering and considering why we did certain things. In order to understand it, we 

talked about it at length and repeatedly with school staff, the college partner, and parents.” 

In all three schools, careful planning had enabled early college to run without interruption or 

difficulties, even when the founding coordinator left the position or school. The college partner 

of the third school, one of the smaller in the sample, said, “[The school’s previous coordinator] 

was so fantastic, way more organized than I could ever imagine being, and always made it really 

easy for me, sending me everything I needed at once. It was a little bit different this last year 

because they didn’t have her, but it didn’t change, that they still got every student to get 

everything that I needed in on time…. It’s a smooth-sailing ship at this point.” 
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Summary 

This chapter examined key components related to the establishment and current and future 

operations of the early college programs.  

• High leadership support was evident in a higher percentage of ECHS than HSRS schools. 

Actively engaged leaders enacted several strategies to anchor the programs in their high 

schools. Strategies included articulating and communicating a vision for the program, fitting 

the program into the school through scheduling and connections to other school programs 

and structures, and proactively addressing obstacles and resistance from staff at their 

schools.  

• Leadership support was strongly associated with teacher awareness and support for the 

program. Teacher awareness and support were low when programs were peripheral and 

only known to those who were directly involved and when teacher concerns and negative 

perspectives were not addressed.  

• The early college programs exemplified four coordination models for the early college 

coordinator and team roles, responsibilities and relationships. The majority depended on a 

designated coordinator, typically a counselor or teacher who had other responsibilities. 

Several schools benefited from having a coordinator who, early on, established processes 

for completing enrollment and recruitment tasks. Only a small number of schools 

coordinated their programs without the benefit of a recognized coordinator, some with 

limited success.  

• In a small number of schools, the coordinators were extremely active and fully backed by 

school leadership. They anchored the program within the school and became an effective 

champion for early college. 
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Chapter 2: Recruiting and Enrolling Students 

Without enough students enrolled in and capable of succeeding in early college, the programs 

could not exist. This chapter identifies the early college target population, efforts to recruit 

students, and the challenging enrollment process.  

Target Population 

According to the interview respondents, early college programs primarily targeted, recruited 

and enrolled either (a) students approaching college readiness who also were students of NH 

descent, from low-income families, or whose family members had not attended college; (b) 

higher achieving students such as AP and honors students who were already on a college track; 

or (c) a diverse student group.11 Figure 5 shows the target population of the ECHS and HSRS 

programs during the 2016–17 school year. Although HSRS programs were more likely to target 

higher achieving students, the majority of ECHS programs targeted a mix of students. 

Figure 5. Target Population  

 

The characteristics of students who enrolled in an early college program were not solely 

determined by whether they were in a targeted or prioritized population. One influencing 

factor was the demographic characteristics of the student population. For example, some 

schools had a very high percentage of students of NH descent or from low-income families. 

Another factor was student interest and student completion of the enrollment process. These 

factors, as well as more explicit criteria for participation, had a strong influence on the 

characteristics of students who participated in early college in any given school.  

                                                      
11 Nearly all programs had some diversity among students, but some programs actively recruited both students approaching 
college readiness and the higher achieving students. 
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Identifying the Target Population 

Approaching College Readiness 

Among the five schools (three ECHS, two 

HSRS) that primarily targeted students 

approaching college readiness, students were 

described in different ways: as “on the cusp,” 

students “who might not have the support at 

home and might not think they can go to 

college,” students who are 

“underrepresented,” and “students who live 

in rural isolation.” Several small schools in this 

group had a high percentage of students who are from low-income families and NH descent; 

thus, their target population reflected the schools’ overall demographics. 

Primarily High-Achieving Students 

Respondents in three HSRS schools said the early college program identified the target 

population through academic criteria, which included GPA in the 3.0 range as well as regular 

class attendance and academic behavior. The students may have included students of NH 

descent or in the AVID program, but the interview respondents did not state that they were 

specifically targeted.  

Diverse Target Population 

Nine schools (eight ECHS and one HSRS) had a diverse early college student population. In these 

schools, enrollment was essentially open, although respondents in several schools said they 

continued to prioritize and encourage Native Hawaiian students and others approaching college 

readiness to participate. For example, one of the schools prioritized students of NH descent 

targeted students and in the AVID program, but high-performing students also were 

encouraged to enroll. Another school originally targeted students of NH descent, but many did 

not complete the enrollment process; the school subsequently opened enrollment up to all 

students.  

Modifying the Target Population 

Most of the high schools modified their initial target population based on their efforts to recruit 

and enroll students, student interest, and student academic performance in the early college 

classes. One school, for example, originally targeted students approaching college readiness—

usually students of NH descent, from low-income families, and potentially first-generation 

college students. In this school, as in other schools, fewer students than anticipated enrolled in 

[The school looks for] those nontraditional 

students, those that don’t have parents who 

have attended college. We try to find those 

kids that are in the middle, those that may 

not have the opportunity to go [to college]. 

—High School Counselor 
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the early college courses because of a lack of interest, not meeting course prerequisites, or not 

completing the multistep enrollment process. Consequently, enrollment was expanded to all 

students. Another school originally targeted AVID participants but revised its criteria because 

students were struggling in the early college classes; the criteria were revised to include a 3.0 

GPA, regular attendance, and consistently good behavior—“students who have the skills to 

succeed” according to the coordinator. In another school, an interview respondent said: 

We ran out of eligible candidates [students of NH descent] who were still being 

academically successful on our campus, or we had good targeted students, but maybe 

they didn’t follow through with the proper steps required to enroll and because of that, 

they weren’t allowed into the class. Either they passed deadlines or they didn’t have 

proper forms filled out. Things like that happen, but we did, I think, fill the spaces that 

they left with other students that weren’t necessarily in our target population. 

Recruitment Approaches 
Early college schools typically employed both broad or targeted approaches to recruit students. 

Broad approaches disseminated information to students, parents, and school faculty and staff. 

Information such as a description of the courses offered, an explanation of program benefits 

and risks, and information on next steps often were provided. Targeted approaches aimed to 

recruit specific students, based on demographic and academic criteria. Numerous schools 

modified their recruitment approaches to align with revised recruitment objectives. Figure 6 

shows the primary recruitment approach of early college schools during the 2016–17 school 

year.  

Figure 6. Recruitment Approaches  

 

ECHS and HSRS schools engaged in broad recruitment of students. HSRS schools, however, were 

somewhat more selective within their broad approaches. This could be because these schools 
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generally offered fewer classes and thus had less pressure to fill seats. The pressure to recruit 

students to the early college program generally increased as more courses were offered. That 

is, the more courses offered, the greater the imperative to recruit students to fill available slots. 

A counselor from one large school that had experienced rapid growth in its early college 

program summarized the recruitment challenge, “We have to recruit to the masses, but at the 

same time we want students who are ready and informed.”  

Broad Recruitment 

The types of broad recruitment strategies mentioned by the interview respondents included 

the following: 

• Providing information about early college at schoolwide events, such as curriculum nights, 

family informational sessions, college nights, and assemblies 

• Distributing informational materials about early college to students and parents, such as 

pamphlets and handouts 

• Including information about early college in school registration packets, course catalogs, 

newsletters, or in the school handbook 

• Publicizing early college in morning announcements 

• Posting information about early college on school bulletin boards, the school website, and 

social media 

• Holding informational sessions about early college in classrooms and to academic 

departments 

Generating Interest Among Students 

In a large school with a robust early college program, all ninth-grade students were required to 

attend a presentation given by college and career staff about dual-credit opportunities and 

given information to take home to parents. Staff helped the students obtain a UH identification 

number. The coordinator said, “That’s an important first step… it doesn’t lock them into 

anything. It just requests a UH ID number so they’re on our tracking.”  

In a small rural school, information about early college was provided in registration sessions for 

the next school year. Students were told about the classes that would be offered and could 

immediately sign up for a follow-up meeting with their counselor if they were interested. In two 

other schools, early college information was included in registration materials sent home to 

parents. 
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Targeted Recruitment 

Targeted recruitment aligned with recruitment objectives, and thus could be stringent 

depending on the school’s stated objectives. Targeted recruitment efforts focused on enrolling 

students who were in the prioritized target population (e.g., students of NH descent or from 

low-income families who were approaching college readiness) or who could be successful given 

their academic background. Typically, 

targeted recruitment depended on feedback 

and recommendations from counselors and 

teachers who were familiar with the program 

and knew their students. For example, an 

administrator said, “Counselors know the kids 

they work with who would be good 

applicants.” In this school, the early college 

coordinator ensured that the counselors 

understood the program and the type of 

students who might succeed. When potential 

students were identified, they and their 

parents were provided with detailed information. Several respondents said it was important to 

reach out to students who may not otherwise consider college.  

Recruiting Students of Native Hawaiian Descent 

To interest males, an early college coordinator worked closely with athletic coaches so that 

they understood the program and could promote it with their male student athletes. Other 

schools recruited students directly from the high school’s Hawaiian studies class, many of 

whom were Native Hawaiians. Those who qualified were directly transitioned into the early 

college Hawaiian studies class or another nonprerequisite class that would start to prepare 

them for higher level courses. 

In several schools, recruitment was primarily through the AVID program. Both AVID and the 

early college programs aimed to reach students traditionally underrepresented in higher 

education. Students in the AVID program were recognized as more prepared for college-level 

courses than other students because developing skills and behaviors for academic success are 

cornerstones of AVID instruction. In four schools, AVID classes were a primary recruitment 

source for early college.  

We actually reached out to our faculty and 

staff first, asking them for their 

recommendations. You work with students 

every day, all day long, and there may be 

some that you see the potential, but they 

would never speak up or think it of 

themselves. I polled the faculty, and they 

sent us lots of names. 

—High School Coordinator 
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Recommendations of Peers 

In many ECHS and HSRS schools, students in focus groups said they heard about early college 

through friends and recommended the program to others. A student said, “I basically just 

talked about it as a good opportunity. You can better yourself, so why wouldn’t you try and do 

it?” Several students said they were motivated to take an early college course with their 

friends. Many schools considered word of mouth from peers the most effective way to interest 

and recruit students. The effectiveness of students talking about early college with other 

students was evident in at least one school in which current participants introduced early 

college to future candidates in middle school.  

Enrollment Process 

Once recruited, the process of enrolling students in early college programs was reported as a 

challenge, demanding of time, and requiring organization to track completion of forms and 

their delivery to partner colleges. The enrollment process typically involved multiple steps (one 

interview respondent counted 11 steps) and any number of stumbling blocks. Many students 

dropped out along the way; several programs estimated that 50% of the students who began 

the enrollment process did not eventually take an early college course. This section describes 

the major enrollment steps, enrollment support for early college programs by college partners, 

and the recurring obstacles related to enrolling students in early college.  

Enrollment Steps 

Enrollment was described as a multistep process. Once a student was recruited and determined 

to be a viable candidate for early college, the enrollment process kicked in. The first step was 

for students to complete applications—one for the UH system and the other for the early 

college program. For applications to be complete, students must obtain health clearances 

(except for students on the island of Hawai‘i), another multistep process because the 

tuberculosis inoculation requires two trips to a medical center. In some schools, students also 

were required to take placement exams to determine whether they qualified to take required 

college courses, such as English 100, which nearly all the early college schools offered.12 

Students who successfully completed the enrollment process received university identification 

numbers and a student account and then learned how to access the UH websites where course 

syllabi, assignments, test dates, and other course-specific information were housed. In many 

                                                      
12 This step is not as difficult as in previous years because students may qualify based on their ACT scores, and a mandatory ACT 
examination is offered statewide to all students in Grade 11. Younger students, however, are required to take placement 
exams. 
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schools, the college partner provided an orientation session to inform students about the UH 

websites and academic and attendance expectations.  

Many of the high school and college partner respondents acknowledged that it was difficult for 

students and their families to complete the enrollment process, even with the extended 

deadlines often afforded by college partners. One coordinator, for example, said that even 

2 weeks after classes began, she was submitting health clearances to the college partner.  

In most of the high schools, the interview respondents reported that creating a smooth or at 

least systematic enrollment process required some trial and error. In several schools, the 

respondents said the enrollment process ran more smoothly than it did the first program year. 

At one school, the coordinator said, “It only took 3 years.” In another school, a part-time 

teacher assumed full responsibility for enrollment, after initially tasking each counselor with 

enrolling students on his or her caseload. “It was every man for himself,” the coordinator 

recalled. The revised process was much more streamlined. 

 

A Comprehensive Enrollment Process 

In a large, urban high school, the early college coordinator hosted informational events for 

prospective early college students each semester. At these meetings, the coordinator 

announced the course offerings and answered student questions about the early college 

program. Information events were followed by parent nights, attended by both students and 

parents. A team member said a recent parent event was held in the school cafeteria to a full 

house. 

The coordinator also scheduled mandatory workshops in the school’s computer lab where 

students could submit their college applications. An early college team member said, “He walks 

them step-by-step through the process, as long as they are there in those meetings.” Another 

team member said, “The only motivation you really need is just to get there.” The students 

were then told “exactly what you need to do after that.” The college partner said that during 

the application workshops, “we make that initial contact with the student and start to develop 

that rapport and start to plant those concepts in their minds about communication, following 

through, making notes of what they need to turn in, and so on.” The coordinator sent frequent 

reminders to students to complete their applications and obtain their health clearances. 

After students completed the college applications, the college partner helped the high school 

students with placement testing and course registration. They then gave a short orientation 

covering expectations of college students and the student supports provided by the college, 

such as tutoring and computer labs.  
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Enrollment Sessions 

Schools provided either group or individual enrollment sessions. One difference between ECHS 

and HSRS programs is that ECHS schools were more likely to schedule group enrollment 

sessions. Seven ECHS grantees and two HSRS grantees conducted group enrollment sessions, 

scheduled in the evening (generally when a college partner provided support) or during the 

school day. For example, one school scheduled enrollment sessions at night, another during the 

AVID class period.  

Four HSRS and three ECHS schools provided individual enrollment support and did not schedule 

group sessions. In one ECHS program, for example, students first completed an early college 

high school application, which affirmed student interest in participating. For students who met 

the selection criteria, the early college coordinator then sat down with a parent to complete an 

online application. When the application was completed, the coordinator helped students 

complete a course registration form and access the college portal. In another school, individual 

students were called into the early college coordinator’s office to complete the applications on-

on-one.  

College Partner Support 

In 11 of the 17 high schools (65%), the college partner strongly supported high school teams 

during the enrollment process, particularly during the college application process. College 

partners often sent a representative to the 

high schools—sometimes more than once 

during each enrollment period—to work with 

individual students and families as they 

applied to college. Many students in the 

focus groups referred to the help they 

received from the college as they completed 

application forms. 

In the six schools where the college partners’ 

admissions staff did not go to the high school 

campus, high school staff supported 

enrollment. For example, in one school, the high school counselors were trained on the college 

application and enrollment process. They met with students in groups and tracked them 

individually to complete forms. In another school, the coordinator handled all aspects of the 

enrollment process. 

[The college contact person] has been 

amazing. If I miss a deadline she reminds me 

. . . they bend over backwards to help us. 

When it’s time for the kids to enroll and do 

the applications online, she comes out and 

brings helpers to sit with the kids and walk 

them through the process. 

—High School Coordinator 
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The reasons that the college partners did not go to the high school to support enrollment may 

have been because the high schools did not request such support or did not have a contact 

person (e.g., a coordinator or counselor) with whom the college partner could collaborate. One 

high school that did not receive college partner support, for example, experienced turnover in 

the coordinator position and had an uninvolved principal and an ad hoc enrollment process. 

However, the same college partner sent college admissions staff to another high school 

multiple times during the application process according to the coordinator. 

Early College Contract 

One high school required students to sign a contract before enrolling in early college as a 

tangible indication of their commitment and to ensure that students understood what they 

were getting involved in and the impact their participation in early college may have. The 

coordinator said the contract states that “they understand that they are starting their official 

college transcript and that it will affect their college GPA and their high school GPA . . . it could 

affect their financial aid eligibility if they don’t get a 2.0 or better in the class or if they 

withdraw.” Only when the contract was signed did students enroll in early college with the 

support of a part-time teacher. 

Enrollment Challenges 

Coordinators and counselors reported that the enrollment period was demanding. One 

counselor said nearly all her time was dedicated to enrollment. In another school, with a rapidly 

growing early college program, interviewed counselors said the workload was very heavy, and 

the program was short staffed for the number of students who enrolled. Counselors had to 

carefully monitor each student’s progress throughout the enrollment process—some did this 

for 60 or more students. A staff member from another school described enrollment as “time 

consuming and cumbersome.” Evidence of programs’ effectiveness in enrolling students, 

however time consuming, is students reporting in focus groups (except for one focus group) 

that enrollment was easy. They said they received a high level of support from high school staff 

and college partners as they completed their college applications and registered for courses.  

In only one school did students say they were not supported during the enrollment process. 

Students said they had to enroll on their own, and a respondent said no one in the school 

considered helping students enroll as a priority task. Instead, the respondent said, “This is kind 

of another add-on task for a lot of people, item number six on their list of 20 things to do.” 

Students from that school recommended group sessions with support from the college partner. 

One student said, 
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I think if there was an actual person from the college that was there when we registered, 

if we registered all together, instead of having a liaison that wasn’t even present when 

we were registering, it would’ve been much easier. A couple of us, our papers got lost or 

didn’t get through somehow. We turned it in and then they said, “You’re not registered.” 

Coordinators and/or counselors in many of the high schools said it was difficult to get students 

to complete all the steps required to enroll in the program. Three coordinators estimated that 

half of the students who began the enrollment process did not complete it. A coordinator said, 

“All the paperwork, following up with students. It is overwhelming. . . You can send 10 passes 

for one student to come in and get something 

signed or bring a document, the student will 

never show up.” The counselor said this was 

one way students “weed themselves out.” In 

two schools, respondents indicated that the 

enrollment process was particularly 

challenging for the students of NH descent 

they were prioritizing. Two respondents said, “I 

think for our target population, which is Pacific 

Islander males, it’s getting them to follow through with all the paperwork.” In another school, 

students were expected to take more responsibility for enrolling in the early college program 

and received less support than in the past. Two respondents in this school said this resulted in 

fewer students of NH descent completing the enrollment process. The most frequent 

challenges cited by respondents were as follows: 

• Social Security Numbers. Students did not know their Social Security numbers. As a result, a 

coordinator said, “So we are having to wait . . . it’s just a paperwork lag.” In another school, 

a student said, “For people who didn’t readily have their Social Security number, there were 

a lot of complications with that.”  

• Health Clearances. Counselors said it was difficult for students to obtain the required health 

clearance, particularly in rural areas with fewer health services and some students do not 

access health services regularly. The two-step process for tuberculosis testing was a high 

bar for many high school students. Some schools addressed these problems through regular 

or temporary on-campus clinics. One school prepared paperwork for students to carry to a 

free community clinic a short walk from the high school. One college that supported several 

high school partners, after consulting with the island’s Department of Health, decided to 

waive the health clearance typically required because high school students were not 

physically on the college campus. 

I can’t pinpoint one step in the process that 

hangs them [students] up. It’s multiple 

steps, and many students just don’t follow 

through with all of it. 

—High School Coordinator 
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• Parental Permission. In several schools, 

coordinators said some of the parents do 

not give the approvals students need to 

enroll. A coordinator described this as “the 

hardest thing,” and another coordinator 

said enrollment tasks included “chasing 

[students] down and getting the permission 

slips.” Administrators in one school said its 

student body included “unattached 

students” who were not living with a 

parent or legal guardian.  

• Placement Tests. Placement tests were a potential obstacle for students. Several schools 

reduced the number of courses offered because too few students took or passed the 

placement tests. Few schools offered mathematics courses because of the low number of 

students who qualified; one offered no courses requiring a placement test because not 

enough students qualified. One school counselor said that although the high school and 

college could support four courses, they offered only two because so few students qualified 

for those courses that required a placement test. 

• Lost Paperwork. In five high schools (together partnering with three colleges), respondents 

said that the college partner lost some of the enrollment paperwork. One coordinator said 

that initially it was hard to identify a contact person at the partner college: “We were trying 

to contact different people to coordinate the paperwork . . . sometimes our paperwork 

floated to the main campus in Mānoa.” Three coordinators who had concerns about lost 

papers said they now “always keep a copy of everything.”  

• Setting Up Student Accounts. A high school counselor described frustrations in setting up 

student accounts, saying,  

We are waiting for their ID numbers to show that everything went through, but they’re 

not getting processed. Then, we have to try to fix it and we have to log-in to their 

application with a log-in ID and password. Then [the students] don’t know what it was, 

and then we can’t get it. That has been a struggle. 

You’re going to lose them along the way. 

So we provide all the services here on 

campus and as the college and the nursing 

program come in. It’s like a one-stop shop. 

You’re bringing the services to the students. 

I think we minimize a lot of that unneeded 

drama. 

—High School Coordinator 
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In one school that provided minimal support for enrollment, students said, “Some people in our 

class, by the time we took our first exam, they still didn’t have their account set up and stuff, so 

they couldn’t take the exams. They had to push their deadline back.” In another school, a 

coordinator said several students did not remember to check into their accounts following 

Christmas vacation, thus, missing important information about the first class. 

Summary 

The topics covered in this chapter—target population, recruitment, and enrollment—are 

intertwined. Following are the key findings on the early college target population, recruitment 

efforts, and the process of enrolling students in the program. 

• The target population for most programs, particularly ECHS programs, were modified. Most 

schools that originally targeted students approaching college readiness—students of NH 

descent or from low-income families—modified the target population because of challenges 

recruiting the students and successfully guiding them through the multistep enrollment 

process. The ECHS schools that continued to mainly target students approaching college 

readiness did so in part because of the overall demographic characteristics of the student 

population. 

• Only HSRS schools reportedly targeted mainly higher achieving students, in some cases 

limiting enrollment to students who met certain academic criteria. In the past, when 

enrollment was more open, many students had dropped or failed the college courses. 

• Early college schools employed both broad and targeted approaches to recruit students. 

Broad strategies included providing information about early college at schoolwide events, in 

school materials, and on school announcements and social media to generate student 

interest. Targeted approaches aimed to recruit specific students, based on demographic 

and academic criteria—such as students of NH or PI descent, from low-income families, 

who are “middle of the road” in terms of academic performance, and first-generation 

college goers—and involved teacher or counselor recommendations. 

• Enrollment was challenging for many high schools—even though they and their college 

partners offered students a high level of support. The most common challenges to 

enrollment were students not having Social Security numbers, parents not completing 

approval forms, health clearances, lost paperwork, and not enough students qualifying for 

offered courses that required a placement test. 
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Chapter 3: Courses and Support for Students  

This chapter covers two major topics: the type of early college courses offered and the support 

available to participating students. Students’ experience in taking the courses also are 

discussed. 

Courses 

Several characteristics of early college courses are included in this section: course scheduling, 

the number and type of courses offered, the general emphasis of the early college program, the 

alignment of the courses to the experience and needs of students, and student experience in 

the courses.  

Early College Course Scheduling 

Some schools offered early college courses during the school day, some after school, and some 

both. As Figure 7 shows, two thirds of all schools scheduled early college classes either during 

the school day only (41%) or after school (24%). A few, all ECHS, adopted a mixed schedule, 

offering classes both during the school day and after school. Of the two schools in the “Other” 

category (both ECHS) in Figure 7, one offered classes in the morning, starting prior to and 

overlapping with the beginning of the school day, and the other started courses during the last 

period of the day and ended 30 minutes after the regular school day.  

Figure 7. Course Scheduling 

 

School bell schedules influenced course scheduling. The respondents described many different 

bell schedules: some schools had six periods per day, and one school as many as nine. Several 

schools had a block schedule. Two principals changed their school to a block schedule in part to 

accommodate the early college program. Other schools had an alternating day schedule in 
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which classes were offered Monday, Wednesday, and Friday one week, and Tuesday and 

Thursday another week.  

According to several principals as well as college partners, the schedule that worked best with 

early college was a four-by-four block schedule or some version of it. With this type of 

schedule, college classes, which met for approximately 90 minutes per day, could be scheduled 

on regular days during the week. In addition, high school courses, like college courses, were one 

semester long. Students who took an early college course one semester could take a high 

school course during the same period the other semester.  

The most difficult bell schedules for high schools and college partners were those with 

alternating days for classes and different schedules each day of the week. Three schools that 

scheduled classes only after school had an alternating day schedule and were thus unable to 

accommodate fixed early college course times during the school day. One principal at an ECHS 

school tried unsuccessfully to obtain agreement among teachers to change its alternating day 

schedule to a block schedule. Referring to a school that scheduled college classes during the 

school day and had an alternating day schedule, the college partner said,  

The high school has a bizarre bell schedule . . . My instructors are finding it very difficult 

when the class time meetings change sporadically during the semester and they are 

trying to come up with a standard block where they can actually go teach a class that 

doesn't conflict with their classes on my campus. They’re all very frustrated by the bell 

schedule at the high school. 

Respondents also referred to challenges with recruiting and enrolling students when courses 

were offered after school. Some students preferred to go to sports practice than take an early 

college class after school. A respondent said this challenge was most pronounced among male 

students of NH descent, many of whom participate in sports. Another concern was that 

students did not want to extend their school day; students in a focus group said they found it 

tiring to attend a college course after a full day of high school courses. In several schools, 

students relied on school buses for transportation home because they did not have cars and it 

was not possible for family members to pick them up. In addition, in more rural areas, 

municipal bus service was described as infrequent and, according to some students, not 

reliable. Thus, taking early college courses after school was not an option for these students. 

Number and Type of Courses Offered Per Semester  

Early college programs showed some variation in the number and type of courses offered. 

More courses were offered each semester by schools that had acquired funding in addition to 



 

Hawai‘i Early College: Implementation and Outcomes  

 

 

 AMERICAN INSTITUTES FOR RESEARCH | AIR.ORG 44 
 

Hawai‘i P-20 funding. Because courses were offered under the umbrella of early college (ECHS 

or HSRS) no matter the funding source, the courses were included in the analysis for this 

section.  

Number of Courses 

The number of early college courses offered depended on funding sources in addition to 

Hawai‘i P-20, as well as student interest and enrollment. As Figure 8 shows, among all schools, 

10 programs (59%), including two-thirds of the HSRS programs, offered between one and two 

courses a semester in 2016–17. A greater proportion of ECHS than HSRS programs offered 

three or more courses a semester (45% and 33%, respectively). The ECHS programs that offered 

three or more courses per semester had secured additional funding through grants, allocation 

of weighted student formula funds, or Title I funds. Among the six ECHS programs that offered 

only two courses a semester (55%), three held early college summer courses, which provided 

students with additional early college opportunities. 

Figure 8. Number of Courses Offered Per Semester (2016–17) 

 

Types of Courses 

The types of courses offered generally consisted of bridge courses—a term used by some of the 

interview respondents and adopted for this report—and more rigorous courses. Bridge courses 

are those that do not have prerequisites or fulfill college degree requirements,13 although they 

are perceived to be useful; they help students prepare for the structures and demands of 

college courses and potentially generate student interest in taking more rigorous early college 

                                                      
13 That is, the credits earned might transfer only to general education or elective courses.  
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courses. An interview respondent referred to these courses as a “soft landing” for students who 

may not have envisioned college in their future and may not feel prepared for a regular college 

course. The most typical bridge courses offered by the early college programs were 

Interdisciplinary Studies (IS) and Hawaiian Studies courses. The former emphasizes college skills 

and encourages students to be self-aware when considering their future. The latter exposed 

students to an interactive class that was culturally relevant.  

Rigorous courses included college courses that fulfill degree requirements and electives with 

transferable credits. English 100 was the most represented of the rigorous courses, offered in 

all 11 ECHS schools and four of the six HSRS schools. In several schools, respondents referred to 

English 100 (which students had to qualify for) as a culminating course, a milestone for students 

because it fulfills a key college requirement for both 2- and 4-year colleges. Rigorous courses 

also included a variety of electives in the humanities, sciences, arts, and social sciences for 

which credits would likely transfer to other colleges and universities, including those not in the 

UH system. In some schools, a wide variety of transferrable elective courses were offered, the 

most frequent being History 151 and Psychology 100.  

Increasing the Number of Courses 

Approximately half of the schools (six ECHS and three HSRS) offered more courses in 2016–17 

than in previous years, according to the interview respondents. Respondents in several schools 

said it was easier to add courses if the school was on a block schedule and courses could be 

scheduled during the school day. An ECHS school offered three courses per semester in January 

2017, compared to only one course per semester last year, possibly because one course was 

offered during an AVID class. Another ECHS school quickly expanded its program and offered 

eight or nine courses per semester in 2016–17. This resulted in vigorous recruitment efforts to 

fill classes. A program in a remote high school could add more courses only by working with the 

college partner to schedule evening classes once per week, an appealing option for instructors 

who had to travel an hour or more to the high school. 

Among programs that had not added more courses from previous years, the reasons offered by 

the respondents included low student interest, limited program capacity in terms of high school 

staffing, challenges in scheduling courses, limited capacity of the college partner to provide 

more courses, and limited support in the school. 
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Planning for Expansion 

An ECHS school deliberately developed and expanded the early college program in a 3-year 

time frame. The first year was a planning year, during which the principal and the high school 

team discussed student needs, the type of courses to offer, and the roles and responsibilities of 

school staff. A system for managing recruitment and enrollment of students also was 

established. During the second year, the school offered one course per semester as a pilot and 

to work out any issues. By the third year, with an experienced school team, tested and refined 

processes for managing the program, and additional funding, the number of courses increased 

to three or more per semester. 

Program Emphasis 

The course offerings, as well as the rationale explaining the reason courses were offered, 

suggested the emphasis of the early college programs: college readiness, credit accrual, or 

both. Figure 9 shows the different program emphases of the early college programs. Among 

ECHS schools, many early college programs favored credit accrual. HSRS programs leaned 

toward college readiness, and the emphasis of half was mixed or unclear. 

Figure 9. Program Emphasis 
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College Readiness  

A college readiness emphasis is one in which 

students were required or strongly 

encouraged to take IS 101 and/or another 

bridge course (typically a Hawaiian Studies 

course) to prepare them for more rigorous 

course offerings. One of the three ECHS 

schools emphasizing college readiness also 

required students to follow IS 101 with a 

Hawaiian Studies course before enrolling in 

the more rigorous English 100 course. Two of the smaller HSRS programs regularly offered IS 

101, suggesting that the programs emphasized college readiness. 

Credit Accrual Orientation 

A credit accrual emphasis is one in which credits for nearly all courses were transferrable to a 4-

year college degree program. Several programs were strongly oriented toward this model, 

evidenced by not or infrequently offering bridge courses. Five ECHS and one HSRS schools 

emphasized credit accrual, offering a selection of courses that covered a range of subject areas. 

One ECHS program, for example, deliberately offered courses across four major disciplinary 

areas: English, mathematics, science, and the 

humanities. Another offered courses that 

were aligned with student interests based on 

student surveys administered once or twice a 

year; the courses also represented the same 

four disciplinary areas. Another ECHS program 

offered English 100, History 151, and a series 

of science classes.  

In four of the five ECHS schools, the majority 

of courses were considered rigorous, but the 

interview respondents referred to the value of “gateway” courses, such as a speech course or 

an arts course, for students who did not qualify for English 100 or hesitated to take a 

demanding college course. An ECHS coordinator said, “What we are hoping is that students 

build their confidence to take a more robust class and content, which I encourage because we 

have all the supports.” In another school, the coordinator said a college speech course is 

frequently offered because “for us, this has been a really good gateway course for students 

Not all four-year colleges will take an IS 100 

class because of the nature of the 

coursework, but for us, that class has been a 

real bonus to students finding success in the 

Psychology/Sociology/English 100 classes. 

—Early College Team Member 

[The courses] pretty much fulfill the general 

ed requirements when students go to 

college. The English 100, no matter what 

people major in, they need to take English, 

or they need to take psych. They need to 

take history. 

—Early College Coordinator 
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who maybe are not meeting the qualification for the other courses. It gives them a positive 

early college experience.”  

Mixed Emphasis 

The programs with a mixed emphasis offered two streams of courses: bridge courses and more 

rigorous courses. Respondents in the two mixed emphasis schools (one ECHS and one HSRS) 

specifically mentioned two course tracks: one for students who are approaching college 

readiness and one for students who are on a college track. A respondent in the ECHS school 

said that students who may be planning to go to a community college first take bridge courses 

(IS 101 and Hawaiian Studies) before moving on to a 100-level elective or required course. 

Alternatively, students planning to attend a 4-year college could skip the bridge courses and 

enroll in the English, mathematics, science, and humanities courses offered. The HSRS program 

had a similar orientation, although the range of courses was not as varied and the program not 

as developed as the ECHS program. For example, students could enroll in a series of Hawaiian 

Studies courses and earn a certificate from the partner college, or they could opt for the English 

100 course and another English course.  

Unclear Orientation 

Four schools (two ECHS and two HSRS) did not have a clear emphasis. One ECHS school was in 

the process of revising and expanding its early college program following early implementation 

challenges. The other ECHS school offered two courses per semester but not with a specific 

purpose or a logical sequence. The two HSRS programs whose models were not clear were 

struggling with enrollment, which limited their intentionality in selecting and offering college 

courses.  

Alignment of Courses 

Information from several interview respondents and student focus group participants 

suggested that course offerings may or may not be aligned with the academic experience and 

preferences of the student target population. In most early college programs, students were 

reportedly doing well, and all but a few were passing their early college courses. In several 

programs, however, this was not the case. This section describes concerns that the interview 

respondents expressed about the alignment of offered courses with student needs.14  

In several schools, concerns were expressed by college or high school respondents that the 

courses were too rigorous for the target population. For example, two schools who identified 

                                                      
14 This section does not present generalizations because interview data alone cannot assess which students succeed in an early 
college course and which do not. 
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their target population as students of NH descent and from low-income families offered only 

rigorous courses. In one school, the college partner expressed surprise about the course 

offerings considering the program goal of including students who may not see themselves as 

college bound. She said other programs with a similar goal used a cohort model or offered 

more accessible courses to introduce students to college expectations. 

A respondent in another school commented on the number of students failing and dropping 

rigorous classes, saying:  

A challenge that we encountered that has caused us to pause is that we had too many 

students who failed their classes, dropped their classes, withdrew from their classes to 

the point where it was impacting them in getting financial aid after they graduated high 

school…. When we signed up students for this current semester, there wasn’t as much 

enthusiasm on the part of the students, first of all, to sign up for the courses, so there 

were fewer of them. 

Another school had specific concerns about students withdrawing from English 100. Although 

they placed into the course (40% of the students withdrew in fall 2016). That program only 

recently began to offer a bridge course, IS 101, in the summer. It had, however, offered English 

102 (not a required course), which two respondents suggested would be a good preparatory 

course for the more rigorous English 100. However, it was scheduled in the semester following 

the English 100 course. 

In only one school did the courses and the requirement for taking courses in a sequence 

reportedly discourage higher achieving students from participating in early college. The school 

initially focused on enrolling first-generation college students of NH descent. With that 

population in mind, the school required students to take two bridge courses before English 100. 

When too few students from the target population enrolled, the high school opened 

enrollment to other students. However, a respondent reported that the more advanced 

students immediately wanted to take a rigorous course. However, because the bridge courses 

were “nonnegotiable,” these students decided that early college was not a good fit for their 

academic potential and needs and instead opted to enroll in dual-credit courses through 

Running Start. 

Support for Early College Students  

Nearly all schools identified strategies and resources for supporting students taking early 

college courses. Early college coordinators as well as administrators referred to how different 
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college courses were from regular high school courses, and their concerns that, if students were 

to fail a course, their future financial aid may be jeopardized.  

Across programs, several approaches for providing academic support in high schools were 

described. This section groups the support provided by high schools on the high school campus 

into three types: (a) structured and scheduled support; (b) available but not required support; 

and (c) nonacademic support. Figure 10 provides a snapshot of the main type of student 

support provided by ECHS and HSRS schools; some programs provided low or minimal support 

to students. Structured and scheduled support for students was provided in both ECHS and 

HSRS schools, although one third of the HSRS schools provided little discernible support for 

students. HSRS schools, however, were more likely to provide nonacademic support to their 

early college students. 

Figure 10. High School Support for Students 

 

Structured, Scheduled Support 

Structured and scheduled support is support offered on a regular basis at the high school during 

the school day, typically study periods. In some schools, students were required to attend 

support sessions to work on their college assignments in a setting where help was provided by 

an assigned high school teacher or a part-time teacher.  

Support From Assigned High School Teachers 

Four ECHS programs and one HSRS program assigned a high school teacher to the early college 

course. The subject area taught by the high school teacher was the same as that of the early 

college course, for example, a history teacher was assigned to a history course. The high school 

teacher attended the college classes with the students and knew what was covered in the 

classroom, how the instructor taught, and expectations of students. On days when the class did 
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not meet, students met with the high school teacher during the class period to work on their 

college course assignments. Students were required to attend these sessions.  

Students benefitted by having not only regular 

academic support but also time set aside for 

them to do their assignments. In a school that 

offered four or five courses per semester, 

including at least one mathematics course, a 

student said she would advise friends, even 

those who were not good in mathematics, to 

take the early college course “because you 

have the dual support of your [college] 

instructor and the high school teacher.” In 

another school, where an early college class 

met once a week in the evening (to accommodate the distance instructors must travel), 

students said the time between classes was not a problem because of the support from the 

high school teachers (who did not attend the evening classes but were still assigned as a 

support teacher.)  

A significant variation was an HSRS program whose five early college courses were offered 

online. The high school had established a schedule whereby students met in the computer lab 

with the HSRS coordinator who served as the dedicated support teacher for all early college 

courses offered. Although the coordinator was not an expert in each subject area, he helped 

students by clarifying and pacing assignments, tracking assignment deadlines, monitoring 

student progress, and communicating as needed with the course instructor. 

Support From Part-Time Teachers 

Two ECHS programs and one HSRS program hired a part-time teacher to provide support for 

early college students. General responsibilities were to attend the early college classes and 

provide support at least one day a week when the college classes did not meet. In one school, 

the part-time teacher met with students daily in afternoon study hall.  

The part-time teacher role differed somewhat in each school. One teacher said she was a 

“facilitator” who helped the instructor by taking attendance and working with students as 

needed. Another teacher described her role as providing academic support, reinforcing what 

the college instructors taught, supporting students who were struggling as they worked on 

assignments, and learning from the college instructor the skills or content students found 

difficult. The third teacher attended classes and met with students daily, although one 

I think it works out well. We tag-team well. . 

. When it comes to classroom management, 

he [the assigned high school teacher] has a 

leg up on me because he knows the 

students personally, because he’s been 

teaching them as a high school teacher in 

other courses as well as with this course. 

—College Instructor 
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respondent said the part-time teacher support was mainly for students with individualized 

education plans. 

Available, Not Required Support 

Four high schools, all ECHS, made academic support available but did not require students to 

use it. Support was available and provided if students needed it or if direct support from the 

college instructor was not available. This type of support differed across schools. For example, 

one school provided on-campus tutoring by college students that was open to all students, 

including early college students. The school also established a writing lab with its college 

partner specifically for early college students after recognizing the difficulties students were 

having with writing. In another school, students were encouraged to support each other, and 

support also was provided by early college team members, such as the coordinator and 

counselors, when needed. In a school that strongly connected early college with AVID, AVID-

based tutoring was provided by college students.  

As noted earlier, some supports were available to all high school students, not only early 

college students. That is, supports for early college students were not in addition to supports 

already offered on the high school campus. In two focus groups, students said they were not 

aware of how much support their high school offered until they enrolled in early college 

courses when these supports were described and use of such supports was encouraged.  

Nonacademic Support 

In two HSRS schools, respondents mentioned the importance of nonacademic support for early 

college students. The schools were in communities with high poverty rates, where college 

graduates are few, and where students have numerous family and personal challenges. An 

HSRS coordinator said she did not realize “nonacademic support was such a big thing. Because 

I’m the contact person, they always come if there are any kind of issues or concerns.” In this 

school, students said the support from the coordinator was important. A student shared,  

We know that she’s always there for us if we ever need to talk to her about anything, if 

we need help with anything, we can go to her . . . it’s reassuring. . . it doesn’t make us 

freak out too much knowing that there’s a teacher or a counselor for us to go to. 

Similarly, another coordinator said, “As far as I know, no one’s needed tutoring type help. No 

one’s gone beyond [the support teacher] and asked for any assistance like that.” She said when 

students failed their classes it was typically because of personal issues and family problems and 

that “their issues were bigger” than academic struggles. Students from one school said the 



 

Hawai‘i Early College: Implementation and Outcomes  

 

 

 AMERICAN INSTITUTES FOR RESEARCH | AIR.ORG 53 
 

support teacher asked them “about things that aren’t even related to college.” A college 

instructor at this high school commented,  

Especially students that I work [with in the high school] face a lot of barriers, barriers 

within the school, barriers within their family, barriers within themselves. They have 

requested and they have been open in needing help…. In that case we always provide 

them with counseling because it’s free, and they are a student of the college so they can 

get free counseling services.” However, there had only been “a handful who have really 

utilized those resources. 

Students in several other schools, where nonacademic support was not considered the primary 

support offered, referred to the importance of having a person (usually the coordinator, a 

teacher, or an early college team member) who shows them that he or she cares about their 

success. A student in one school said (referring to two former coordinators), “They feel 

welcoming. You feel comfortable going to them and telling them that you need help and stuff 

like that.” In another school, students said the ECHS coordinator “checks in with everybody to 

see how they’re doing.” In an HSRS school, students said they felt comfortable just “popping 

into” the office of the counselor who coordinates the program. 

Support From College Instructors 

Although many of the high schools offered on-site support for students, students in 11 focus 

groups (of the 15 focus groups in which academic support was discussed) identified the college 

instructor as a primary source of support—their first option when they had questions or were 

struggling with assignments. Students said college instructors gave them their phone numbers 

and e-mail addresses and encouraged them to text or e-mail if they had questions. Instructors 

reportedly answered promptly, one student recalled “in 10 or 15 minutes.” In many cases, 

students seemed surprised by the instructor’s availability and willingness to support them, 

some students contrasting it to what they experienced in their high school classes. The 

following statements were from students in different schools. 

It [support from the instructor] doesn’t just stop at like, “Oh, yeah, you can do it,” that 

kind of support. If you have a problem, they’ll actually help and go through that whole 

process with you. 

I think on top of that too, they make it really easy for them to be accessed for help. If you 

have any questions at all, they’ll meet you halfway.  

They helped a lot. They support us. They always tell us, “If you need any help or 

questions, come let us know.” They always tell us about their availability. Whenever they 
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can stay later, they would, or if we have any questions, e-mail them or call them or 

anything. They always let us know. They’re always very understanding because they 

know that we’re also high school students. They support us. 

Student Experience in Early College Courses 

In nearly all schools, students who participated in focus groups favorably described their 

experience in early college courses. Many students contrasted college courses with their high 

school courses when referring to the class environment, expectations, and the rigor and pace of 

the courses. This was not true in all schools or about all courses, but, by far, most students were 

positive about early college courses offering them rich learning experiences. 

Environment of Early College Classes 

Many students who participated in focus groups said they enjoyed the college class 

environment. They said there were far fewer distractions in their college courses than in their 

regular high school courses. A typical comment was, “I really like how it’s really focused on 

study, because in high school class, some people are really distractive to people, and you can’t 

really learn.” Another student said, “They [fellow students] were actually really interested in 

the topic instead of just sitting there.” Students described their peers as “serious” and 

“mature,” as students “who really want to be there.” In four schools, students said the class 

was “comfortable” because they were with their peers. A student noted, “We’re learning what 

it [college course] is like with each other, not going on into the real world on our own.” In a 

school with a strong cohort model, a student said the peer group was “a safety net.”  

In several schools, students said they enjoyed the environment of early college classes that 

allowed open discussions. Several students said discussion in the college courses was more 

dynamic than in their high school classes, and different perspectives were sought. A student 

commented, “I really liked how there was open discussions in the college class because there’s 

not really a lot in my regular [high school] classes.” Students indicated these open discussions 

showed that they were treated as adults. A student said, “They can say some things more 

liberally than high school teachers . . . I find that better just because you get a variety of 

opinions. You get to see things a different way.”  

Expectations of Self-Responsibility 

In many focus groups, numerous students referred to expectations that they be “independent” 

and assume “self-responsibility” in their college courses. For most students, these expectations 

were welcome and evidence of their growing maturity. One student said, “Self-responsibility is 

a big thing” because the college instructors convey such expectations and remind students that 
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they must adhere to deadlines. Another student shared, “The teachers are straight up. They tell 

you if you don’t turn this in, it’s not our fault. It’s your fault.” A third student commented, “I 

think what I like most about early college is that the teacher doesn’t really baby you like all the 

other high school teachers do. It gives me a chance to be more independent and work at my 

own pace.”  

Rigor and Pace 

Students in several focus groups referred to the rigor and pace of college courses. Students said 

classes covered more material in less time and required more reading and writing than in their 

regular high school classes. They also noted that class lectures covered a lot of information and 

required them to pay attention and take careful notes. A student said, “I would start to pay 

attention more because in psychology, there was a lot of material that the professor was 

talking about, and if you even doze off for a couple minutes, you missed out on a lot.” In 

another school, a student said the professors “actually teach us the things we have to learn. It’s 

a lot more efficient.” One of the students commented that he “really underestimated” the 

difficulty of the college courses: “At first, I was like ‘oh, it’s easy.’ Then I ended up with a bad 

grade for my first class and realized it wasn’t that easy.” Another student said: 

I think, if you’re used to taking high school classes, when you take your first college 

class, it’s hard to adjust to because most high school classes are a whole year and then 

college classes are a semester. It’s a faster pace of learning, and the teacher’s not 

always going to take things slower, stop because one person needs to finish writing off 

the PowerPoint or whatever. You just got to learn to scribble all your notes and get 

everything in your head. 

Several students in the focus groups also had taken Running Start courses on the college 

campus. They found the Running Start courses more difficult, not because of the course 

content but because other students taking the course were older and had more life and 

academic experience. The students said the instructors of the Running Start courses did not 

know they were high school students, unlike instructors of the early college courses. 
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Also commenting on the rigor of early college 

courses, respondents from partner colleges 

said courses on the high school campuses 

followed the same syllabi and approximate 

schedule as the courses taught on the college 

campus. An instructor who taught at two 

early college high schools said the courses 

held “are based on the classes that we offer. . 

. [high school students] do the exact same thing. They have the same textbook, the same 

lectures, tests, and quizzes…. It’s just a different audience.” Nevertheless, several instructors 

indicated that they modified their pedagogical approach to support student understanding and 

provided additional learning or scaffolding activities for students as needed.  

Summary 
Early college course offerings and schedules varied across schools, and multiple types and levels 

of support were offered to students. The major findings are as follows: 

• Certain types of school schedules better accommodated early college programming. Block 

schedules were more amenable to scheduling college classes during the school day than 

alternating day schedules or different schedules each day of the week. 

• Based on the balance of bridge and rigorous courses, the ECHS and HSRS programs 

exemplified an emphasis of college readiness, credit accrual, or both. The availability of 

bridge courses (such as IS 101 and Hawaiian Studies) and the requirement or strong 

encouragement that students take these courses orients a program toward college 

readiness. A steady and diverse offering of rigorous courses orients programs toward credit 

accrual. Two programs combine both approaches. Four schools have no specific orientation.  

• In several schools, respondents suggested that the emphasis of the program was not 

aligned with student needs or readiness. Most typically, this was because the school 

targeted students approaching college readiness but offered only rigorous courses.  

• A much higher percentage of ECHS schools than HSRS schools provided early college 

students with on-site academic support. This was done through required study sessions 

(where an assigned support teacher was available for support) and through available but 

not required support offered in the school such as tutoring and help with writing.  

• In most focus groups, students said their college instructor was a major source of academic 

support. They were positive about the responsiveness of instructors, the way their 

questions were addressed, and the care the instructors showed. 

We cover the same material. We get from 

point A to point B, but sometimes we might 

go a little more in-depth on a topic that 

[students] may have never studied before. 

—Early College Instructor 
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• Although not a primary support in many high schools, respondents reported that 

nonacademic supports also were important to help students address personal and family 

issues.  

• Student experience of college courses was positive, and students in focus groups favorably 

compared their college courses with their regular high school courses when referring to the 

class environment, pace and rigor, and expectations for self-responsibility and 

independence. 
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Chapter 4: Sustaining Early College 

Drawing on interviews conducted in January and February 2017, this chapter discusses schools’ 

planning for the continuation of early college courses beyond Hawai‘i P-20 funding and support. 

Data collected a year later by Hawai‘i P-20, in January 2018, updates schools’ efforts to sustain 

early college as well as issues faced in doing so. 

Plans to Sustain Early College  

With Hawai‘i P-20 funding ending after the 2016–17 school year, how to sustain early college 

was on the minds of many school leaders interviewed during site visits in early 2017. Some 

were motivated to take a preemptive approach and were actively seeking funding from 

multiple external sources to maintain and, in a few cases, grow their early college programs. 

External funding sources mentioned include foundations, alumni associations, service clubs, the 

business community, and private donors. These school leaders also tended to be vocal in their 

support for early college in their schools and communities. 

Other school leaders were less vigorous in their search but still were making efforts to ensure 

that early college was funded through all or part of the next school year. The main strategies for 

these semiactive schools were allocating a portion of other school funds to early college, such 

as Title I and GEAR UP funds, and including early college in the school’s academic and financial 

plan to safeguard the program in the short term.  

A third group of schools could be described as supportive or semisupportive of the continuation 

of early college in their schools but passive in their pursuit of additional funding. Leaders in 

these schools were hoping that the governor’s proposed funding for early college would pass 

the state legislature, giving schools in the state some level of guaranteed support for early 

college in the next 2 years. In fact, one principal made the point that for early college to be 

sustainable in the long term, the program must be included as a line item in the state education 

budget. 

Figure 11 shows the activity level of school leaders and their early college teams toward 

obtaining funding to continue early college in their schools. As a group, ECHS schools were more 

actively pursuing funding than their HSRS counterparts, possibly because HSRS grants, though 

only 1 year, were renewable. In one ECHS school, the principal began searching for funds at the 

end of the first grant year and also engaged the college partner in discussions about 

sustainability. Another ECHS school leader adopted the strategy of asking potential backers for 

matching funds to demonstrate the school’s commitment to continuing the program. 
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Figure 11. Level of Activity to Sustain Early College 

 

In addition to seeking funding to sustain early college, at least two schools explored the 

possibility of high school teachers rather than college instructors leading early college courses, 

thus saving on the cost of college-appointed instructors. This would require high school 

teachers to be certified by UH to teach college courses in specific content areas. The option was 

particularly viable in schools where high school teachers were already in early college 

classrooms in a supporting role and had become familiar with the content and style of teaching. 

Several respondents, however, did not support this option, expressing concern that courses 

taught by high school teachers would be “hybrid” courses because students would not perceive 

them as true college courses if the instructors were high school teachers. They also were 

concerned that high school teachers would revert to the high school way of teaching and 

interacting with students, which may compromise the rigor or substance of early college 

courses. As one early college coordinator expressed: 

I know that… in terms of sustainability, the administration feels like having our high 

school teachers become adjuncts and teach the courses is the way to go in terms of cost 

factor. For me, I feel like the thing that makes it real for the students is that it’s not our 

teachers teaching it, and that it is the instructors from the colleges coming, and that 

they treat it as a real class, a real college class, and that they implement the same 

policies and procedures that they would on the campus… For us, I think that distinction 

of it being truly a college class, and not just another high school class, is really an 

important distinction. 

Sustaining Early College in 2017–18 

A year after AIR site visits to early college programs, coordinators were asked to provide 

feedback—through an online survey or a brief interview—on the status of their early college 

program, including current funding for courses and challenges they have or are facing as they 
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try to sustain early college in their schools. This section summarizes their responses and 

comments. 

Courses Offered 

All schools were continuing to offer early college classes in 2017–18. The number of courses 

offered ranged from two to 22 in ECHS schools and from two to seven in HSRS schools. 

Figure 12 shows the range in the number of courses offered across schools. Three out of the 11 

ECHS schools (27%) offered more than 10 early college classes during the school year; these 

schools also were among the most active in seeking additional funding in 2017. The majority of 

HSRS schools offered one to five courses, with an average of four courses a year, or two courses 

per semester. 

Figure 12. Number of Early College Course Offered (2017–18) 

 

Seven ECHS schools and two HSRS schools also were planning to offer early college summer 

courses. Most indicated one or two courses would be offered, although two ECHS programs 

suggested that four (possibly more in one school) will be open to interested students in the 

summer. Overall, five schools—four ECHS and one HSRS—indicated that their early college 

programs have expanded from the 2016–17 school year to the current school year.  

Sources of Funding 

Because Hawai‘i P-20 funding to support early college ended after the summer 2017 term, ECHS 

and HSRS coordinators were asked how early college courses were funded in 2017–18—

specifically whether and how many courses were funded through HIDOE’s legislative funding15 

or through other sources. As shown in Figure 13, most early college programs were funded 

                                                      
15 In 2017, the Hawai‘i state legislature passed HB100, which provides HIDOE with $1 million in funding to support early college 
in the 2017–18 school year and $1 million for the 2018–20 school year. Funds can be accessed by public schools offering early 
college classes. 
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wholly (27%) or mostly (47%) through the state, which included all HSRS schools. Four out of 10 

ECHS schools (40%) reported that they had other sources of funding that contributed as much 

or nearly as much as they were getting from state allocated funding for early college. Other 

sources of funding mentioned by the respondents included the college partner, private 

foundations, and sources within the school or school community. 

Figure 13. Sources of Funding for Early College (2017–18) 

 

Issues Affecting Sustainability 

Coordinators were asked to share what they considered the most pressing issues impacting the 

continuation of early college in their schools. Figure 14 summarizes their responses. Funding 

was the most critical issue cited by ECHS and HSRS respondents alike. This was followed by 

instructor availability for ECHS schools and personnel to support the program and 

administrative support in HSRS schools. The subsections that follow discuss in greater detail 

two critical issues identified by both ECHS and HSRS schools: funding and personnel to 

coordinate and support early college. 
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Figure 14. Sustainability Issues 

 

Funding 

State legislative funding has greatly contributed to the schools’ ability to continue offering early 

college courses to their students. One coordinator said, “Legislative funding has helped 

tremendously. If this could continue, we can see sustaining the program at [the school] into the 

future.” Another coordinator shared, “If we can continue the present level of funding from the 

state and outside sources, we have no other sustainability issues.” Legislative funding, however, 

is not enough to cover all expenses related to operating an early college program. And, with 

state funding guaranteed for only 2 years, one coordinator described this funding as “tentative” 

at best. 

Most coordinators in both ECHS and HSRS schools reported that the school has had to make up 

for the shortfall in various and sometimes difficult ways. This includes paying for some courses, 

buying textbooks (which students borrow from the school), offering courses that do not require 

textbooks, reducing funding for other school programs, embedding early college courses into 

other programs (such as AVID), asking families to contribute to the cost of early college courses, 

and more actively pursuing external grant opportunities. 

At least two coordinators (one ECHS and one HSRS) stated that if current funding ends, the 

school does not have a plan to sustain early college. Three others reported that sustaining early 

college has meant that “other programs go without,” suggesting that school leaders must make 

difficult choices. For example, one coordinator said,  
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We are committed to try and offer these courses. If funding does not come from outside 

sources, we will try and find a way to fund it at the school level, but that will impact 

something else that our Grade 7–12 students need. 

Another coordinator said that although the school’s administration supports early college, it is 

not considered a funding priority over other programs offered at or supported by the school.  

Personnel to Coordinate and Support 

Because of the expansion of early college programs or funding constraints (or both), several 

ECHS and HSRS respondents indicated that the school does not have the necessary staff to 

effectively coordinate and support their early college programs. In one school, the coordinator 

noted that “supplementary grant funding that provided student support personnel has 

dwindled.” In other schools, the number of courses has increased but not the number of school 

staff to manage the program and support students. As a result, existing staff are overburdened 

with added responsibilities and more students to oversee. To address this issue, at least one 

school is developing a plan to more effectively support students, including working with its 

college partner to look for additional funding for student supports.  

Outlook for Early College 

Despite the issues impacting sustainability, all but one respondent reported that early college 

was likely or very likely to continue in their schools in the next school year. This may be because 

state legislative funding will be provided through the 2018–19 school year. The sustainability of 

early college beyond 2018–19 was not addressed in the survey or mentioned by respondents. 

Respondents were hopeful that state funding will continue, and schools—with the help of 

college partners, other early college schools, and external funders—will be able to find a way to 

cover the difference and/or lower costs. The one respondent who expressed a different view 

was more unsure than pessimistic about early college sustainability in his/her school.  

Summary 

School leaders planned for early college sustainability with differing levels of engagement and 

energy in 2017, and the status of early college across schools varied in the current school year. 

The major findings are as follows: 

• Some school leaders were actively pursuing external funding in the 2016–17 school year to 

continue their early college programs beyond Hawai‘i P-20 funding. Others were less 

vigorous in their search, either reallocating funds from other school programs or relying on 

state funding for continued early college support.  
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• All schools were still offering early college courses in 2017–18. Across ECHS and HSRS 

schools, funding for early college was largely provided by the state, although some ECHS 

schools have been able to garner equal levels of funding from other sources. 

• Two issues stand out in their impact on schools’ efforts to sustain early college—funding 

and personnel to support the program and participating students. Both have been lacking or 

are uncertain. Despite the challenges, schools are optimistic that early college will continue 

into the 2018–19 school year and hopeful that statewide funding will be renewed. 
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Chapter 5: Overview of Implementation 

This chapter provides an overview of implementation of the early college programs, describing 

how programs compare with one another on several implementation components.  

Two of the eight components—clear program emphasis and support for students—refer to 

program design, specifically the emphasis of the program in terms of course selection and the 

availability of support for early college students. The remaining six components are associated 

with implementation. The eight components that are examined in this chapter are as follows:  

• Clear Program Emphasis. Whether the courses offered made sense in terms of supporting 

college readiness, credit accrual, or both 

• Support for Students. Whether academic or other support for early college students was 

available in the high school 

• Leadership Support. Whether the school principal was engaged and actively supported the 

program 

• Teacher Support. Whether teachers were aware of the program and were supportive 

• Coordination. Whether the school had defined roles and structured support to manage the 

program  

• Program Growth. Whether the school added college courses and diversified courses across 

time to meet student needs and preferences and grow early college in the school 

• Efforts to Sustain. Whether school leaders were active in seeking funding to maintain or 

expand the program. 

Table 7 shows individual programs and whether each program had established each component 

at a high level.16 A marked cell indicates this component was addressed or implemented well. 

Based on the table, five programs (highlighted—four ECHS and one HSRS) were implemented at 

a high level (i.e., each component was marked).  

  

                                                      
16 Programs have been randomly sorted and assigned a number or letter to preserve their identity. 
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Table 7. Program Components at a High Level  

Early 
college 

program 

Clear 
program 
emphasis 

Support 
for 

students 

Leader 
support 

Teacher 
support 

Coordination 
Program 
growth 

Efforts to 
sustain 

ECHS 

1 X X      

2 X X X X X X X 

3 X X   X  X 

4  X      

5 X X X X X X X 

6 X X X  X   

7 X X X X X X X 

8 X X X  X   

9 X X   X  X 

10     X X  

11 X X X X X X X 

HSRS 

A X X  X  X  

B  X      

C X    X   

D X X X X X X X 

E        

F X X   X X  

High-Implemented Programs 

The high-implemented programs were anchored on the continued engagement and support 

from school leadership. In each of the five programs, the school leader actively supported 

implementation—for example, by effectively communicating the program vision, adopting a 

block schedule, addressing obstacles to implementation, and identifying funding that would 

allow the program to be sustained and grow. In these schools, teachers were aware of and 

largely supportive of the program. Their initial concerns, particularly about early college 

students being drawn from their classes, were addressed and minimized. Agreements were 
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made with athletic departments to allow early college students to attend sports practice later 

than scheduled. Teachers also had a role in recruiting and recommending students for the early 

college program. Although coordination and management of the program varied, roles and 

structures had been established, particularly those associated with the enrollment process, 

such as helping students and coordinating enrollment and paperwork with the college partner. 

Finally, the early college programs had a clear emphasis in that they offered courses that 

considered student needs and anticipated student benefits.  

Most, though not all, of the high-implemented programs were in large high schools. With more 

students, the larger high schools could more easily fill classes even if many students did not 

complete the enrollment process, and with more resources, larger schools had greater 

flexibility in terms of funding support and staff to help implement the program. However, some 

large high schools are not represented in this group, and one of the smaller programs is 

represented.  

Other Programs  

Many of the other programs exhibited strengths on several components. Five programs (four 

ECHS and one HSRS) implemented five components at a high level; and two HSRS programs 

implemented four components at a high level. The remaining five programs (three ECHS and 

two HSRS) implemented zero, one, or two components at a high level.  

Among these schools, the typical missing component was leadership support. Programs that did 

not have an engaged leader were likely to have limited teacher support because of the low 

visibility of early college in the school, an unclear or misunderstood purpose of the program, 

and unaddressed teacher concerns and resistance. The early college programs were not well 

established in these schools. Only one of these programs had support from teachers, despite 

relatively low principal support. 

ECHS and HSRS Differences 
As noted earlier, the ECHS and HSRS programs were implemented under the auspices of 

different initiatives. ECHS programs were funded through a 3-year, nonrenewable grant. HSRS 

schools were funded through a 1-year, renewable grant. ECHS schools were required to provide 

early college students with on-site academic support. They also had the benefit of 

comprehensive technical assistance that provided information and networking opportunities 

that HSRS leaders and coordinators did not have. Across the ECHS and HSRS initiatives, the 

primary differences in implementation of the program components were as follows: 
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• A higher percentage of HSRS programs (33%) than ECHS programs (18%) had an unclear 

program emphasis.  

• A higher percentage of ECHS (91%) than HSRS (67%) programs provided on-site support for 

early college students. 

• A higher percentage of ECHS (55%) than HSRS (17%) schools had strong leadership support. 

• Although widespread teacher awareness and support were approximately the same in ECHS 

and HSRS programs (approximately 33%), as noted in an earlier chapter, low teacher 

awareness was more likely in HSRS schools (67%) than ECHS schools (27%).  

• ECHS programs offered more courses a semester. Fifty percent of HSRS programs offered 

only one course per semester. All ECHS programs offered two or more courses per 

semester, with 55% offering two per semester and the remaining three or more.  

• More than half of the ECHS programs had made active efforts to sustain the program and 

obtain or set aside funding for the continuation of the program. Only one HSRS had actively 

pursued funding to sustain the program.  
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Chapter 6: Student Outcomes 

To evaluate the impact of early college on student outcomes, AIR analyzed student-level data 

for ECHS/HSRS students and their matched comparisons. The first step was to match 

ECHS/HSRS students to a nonparticipating student, preferably in the same school, who was 

most similar on preprogram characteristics. In the following section, we present the matching 

results. The sections that follow highlight the results of the impact analyses on student 

outcomes: cumulative high school GPA, on-time graduation status, first fall college enrollment, 

college persistence, college mathematics and English course completion, and the total number 

of college credits earned.17 

Matching Results 

The final sample includes 1,792 students who participated in the 18 ECHS/HSRS programs18 and 

1,249 matched comparison students (Table 8). Across all three cohorts, these students 

graduated from 26 different high schools across the state.19 

Table 8. Study Sample by Cohort 

Graduating 
cohort  

ECHS/HSRS 
students 

Matched comparison 
students 

Study total  
All other 
studentsa 

2015 383 259 642 5,480 

2016 681 457 1,138 5,176 

2017 728 533 1,261 5,107 

Total 1,792 1,249 3,041 15,763 
aThese represent all other students who graduated from the same high schools as ECHS/HSRS students and served 

as potential matched comparisons. 

                                                      
17 College enrollment and persistence data came from the National Student Clearinghouse. All other postsecondary data came 
from HIDOE.  
18  Waipahu High School had the largest number of students contributing to the analysis (458 students and 277 matched 
comparisons). The school is an outlier because of its size and the maturity of its early college program as well as the resources 
available to support it. For these reasons, we wanted to examine the robustness of our findings related to the presence of 
Waipahu students in the data. We estimated program impacts with and without Waipahu students in the sample. Across the 
outcomes we examined, the results were robust. That is, the estimated differences between ECHS/HSRS students and their 
matched comparisons were similar to the differences estimated when Waipahu was included in the analytic sample. Thus, 
although Waipahu High School was excluded from the implementation study, it is included in the analyses of student outcomes. 
The results of the sensitivity analysis are presented in Table A3 in Appendix A.  
19 Because the impact study focused on students who graduated, ECHS and HSRS students were linked to the schools from 
which they graduated. Some students changed schools before graduating. For this reason, 26 schools, rather than 18, are 
represented in this analysis. However, 97% of the students in the analyses (2,956 ECHS/HSRS students and their matched 
comparisons) graduated from one of the 18 ECHS or HSRS program schools.  
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After matching, the ECHS/HSRS students and comparison students differed by less than 3% of a 

standard deviation on Hawaii State Assessment (HSA) eighth-grade reading and mathematics 

achievement. The two groups also were, collectively, more similar on a range of demographic 

characteristics after matching. The results of the matching procedure are presented in Figures 

15 and 16 and Table A1 in Appendix A. 

Figure 15. Eighth-Grade Academic Achievement 

 

Figure 16. Demographic Composition 
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Impact Results 

The following subsections present the results of the impact analyses on student outcomes.20 

The impact analyses compared mean outcomes of students who participated in the ECHS/HSRS 

programs to the mean outcomes of the matched comparison students. For an additional layer 

of description, the figures display outcomes for matched comparison students (N = 1,249) and 

ECHS/HSRS students who earned the following number of credits:21 

• No dual credits in high school (N = 94)22 

• Between 1 and 4 dual credits in high school (N = 765) 

• Between 5 and 8 dual credits in high school (N = 446) 

• Between 9 and 12 dual credits in high school (N = 277) 

• Thirteen or more dual credits in high school (N = 210) 

All results also are presented in Tables A2 and A3 in Appendix A.  

High School Grade Point Average 

ECHS/HSRS students earned higher cumulative (i.e., by high school graduation) GPAs than their 

matched comparisons. This result is statistically significant at the .01 level. ECHS/HSRS students 

who accumulated more dual credits in high school also tended to earn higher GPA (Figure 17). 

Figure 17. Average High School GPA 

 

                                                      
20 Because the 2017 cohort has not yet completed its first year of college after high school graduation, their outcomes did not 
contribute to all analyses. We note throughout the following subsections where their outcomes are omitted.  
21 It is important to note that causal comparisons should be restricted to the intact samples of ECHS/HSRS students and the 
intact matched comparison students. Comparisons among ECHS/HSRS students who earned certain numbers of dual credits in 
high school and the matched comparison group are strictly correlational because we did not design the matching study with 
respect to these subgroups. In addition, we did not statistically test for differences among these subgroups.  
22 A small proportion of students participated in ECHS or HSRS programs but never completed a course to earn dual credits.  
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On-Time Graduation 

Matched comparison students and ECHS/HSRS students, regardless of dual credits earned in 

high school, graduated on time at roughly equal rates (Figure 18).  

Figure 18. On-Time Graduation Rates 

 

First Fall College Enrollment 

ECHS/HSRS students were more likely to enroll in a 2- or 4-year institution the first fall after 

high school graduation versus their matched comparisons (Figure 19).23 This result is 

statistically significant at the .01 level.  

Figure 19. First Fall College Enrollment Rates 

 

College Mathematics and College English Course Completion 

ECHS/HSRS students were more likely to have completed a college-level mathematics course 

and a college-level English course within 1 year of high school graduation versus their matched 

                                                      
23 The odds of an ECHS/HSRS student enrolling in college after graduating high school were nearly three times the odds of a 
matched comparison student (odds ratio [OR] = 2.94). 
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comparisons. 24,25,26 These results were statistically significant at the .01 level. Students with 

more dual credits earned in high school tended to have higher rates of course completion in 

college-level mathematics and English (Figures 20 and 21).  

Figure 20. College Mathematics Course Completion Rates 

 

Figure 21. College English Course Completion Rates 

 

                                                      
24 Because the 2017 cohort has not yet completed their first year of college after high school graduation, their outcomes were 
not available for the college mathematics and English course completion analyses.  
25 This analysis was limited to students who enrolled in an institution within the UH system. Data for students who attended 
out-of-state or other within-state institutions were not available. The analysis also includes students who completed a college-
level English or mathematics course in high school. 
26 The odds of ECHS/HSRS students completing a college-level mathematics course were 2.5 times those of their matched 
comparisons (OR = 2.50) and their odds of completing a college-level English course were about 4.5 times those of their 
matched comparisons (OR = 4.51).  
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College Credits 

Within 1 year of high school graduation, ECHS/HSRS students had accumulated, on average, 

between seven and eight more college credits versus their matched comparisons. 27,28 This 

result is statistically significant at the .01 level. Not surprisingly, students who earned more dual 

credits in high school also tended to maintain their lead in credit accumulation within the first 

year following graduation (Figure 22). 

Figure 22. Total College Credits Earned Within One Year of Graduation 

 

College Persistence 

ECHS/HSRS students also were more likely to enroll in their second year of college after 

completion of their first year (i.e., persist) versus their matched comparisons. 29,30, 31 This result 

was statistically significant at the .01 level. Students who earned more dual credits in high 

school also tended to persist at higher rates (Figure 23). 

                                                      
27 This analysis was limited to students who enrolled in an institution within the UH system. Data for students who attended 
out-of-state or other within-state institutions were not available. The analysis also includes dual credits earned in high school. 
28 This effect represents the transformed coefficient from an overdispersed Poisson regression model. It can be interpreted as 
the adjusted mean difference in college credits earned within 1 year of high school graduation.  
29 Because the 2017 cohort has not yet completed their first year of college post high school graduation, their outcomes were 
not available for the college persistence analysis. 
30 The odds of ECHS/HSRS students persisting were about 3.5 times those of their matched comparisons (OR = 3.54). 
31 The variable used for this analysis takes the values of 0 and 1, with 0s corresponding to individuals who had not enrolled in 
college immediately following high school graduation (or who had not persisted), and 1 indicating second fall college 
enrollment. Because of the study's matching design, we did not subset this variable to values of 1 for first year enrollment, 
which would lead to larger persistence rates but would break up the matching design. The reported persistence rates were 
based on the original sample of ECHS/HSRS students and their matched controls, regardless of first year enrollment. 
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Figure 23. Second-Year College Persistence Rates 

 

Study Limitations 

Like any nonexperimental study, the results of our analyses have limitations. First, because this 

was not a randomized experiment, we cannot fully rule out all other alternative explanations 

for the effects observed. Matching studies rely on available data to identify students who are 

maximally similar to the program participants. However, if these data do not include variables 

that are related to success on study outcomes and differ by program participants and 

nonparticipants, the results will contain bias. Accordingly, caution should be exercised in 

making strong causal inferences from the results presented in this study. Second, because the 

2017 cohort graduated less than 1 year ago, their outcomes were not included in all the 

analyses. The 2017 cohort was the largest of the three cohorts, so it is possible that their data 

could impact the results (either positively or negatively). 

Summary 

Results from the impact analyses show that ECHS/HSRS students consistently outperformed 

their matched comparisons on key indicators of student achievement, which suggests their 

preparedness and commitment to pursuing higher education. Results that are statistically 

significant are as follows. 

• ECHS/HSRS students earned higher high school cumulative GPAs versus their matched 

comparisons. ECHS/HSRS students who accumulated more dual credits in high school also 

tended to earn higher GPAs. 

• ECHS/HSRS students were more likely to enroll in a 2- or 4-year institution the first fall after 

graduation versus their matched comparisons. 
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• ECHS/HSRS students were more likely to have completed a college-level mathematics 

course and a college-level English course within 1 year of high school graduation versus 

their matched comparisons. Students with more dual credits earned in high school tended 

to have higher rates of course completion in college-level mathematics and English. 

• Within 1 year of high school graduation, ECHS/HSRS students had accumulated an addition 

seven or eight college credits versus their matched comparisons. Students who earned 

more dual credits in high school also tended to maintain their lead in credit accumulation 

within the first year following graduation. 

• ECHS/HSRS students were more likely to persist in their second year of college versus their 

matched comparisons. Students who earned more dual credits in high school also tended to 

persist at higher rates. 
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Chapter 7: Benefits and Challenges 

The study sought to understand the benefits and challenges of early college from the 

perspective of participants at all levels of the program. Numerous respondents affiliated with 

early college partners and high schools commented on their participation in the early college 

program and how it has impacted their institution (the college and high school), the 

community, as well as early college students and their families.  

College Partner Benefits and Challenges 

The benefits and challenges of participating in early college programs were described by key 

college partners. They were generally positive about the opportunities available through 

partnering with high schools but also acknowledged challenges related to workloads, staff 

resources, and logistics.  

Benefits  

The college partner cited several benefits related to dual-credit programs in general and 

working with high schools to provide college courses on the high school campus in particular. 

These are as follows:  

• Benefitting the Community. College respondents said their institution,32 through early 

college, is investing in their communities. Respondents said supporting the early college 

programs is “the right thing to do” because this enhances the opportunities and social 

mobility of the young population.  

• Strengthening Relationships With High Schools. The relationship the colleges established 

with high schools was influenced by the high school’s vision for and commitment to early 

college. College partner representatives said the relationships were particularly rewarding 

in high schools that had vision and direction, an informed high school contact person (a 

coordinator or an administrator) with whom they could make strategic decisions about 

courses and supports and a structured program that facilitated communication and shared 

roles and responsibilities. One college partner said about a high school with these 

attributes: “I think we come from a place of privilege with our relationship with [the high 

school]. We have a really, really great relationship with them.” 

• Establishing a Pipeline for Students. Several colleges said the benefits of supporting early 

college programs include establishing a pipeline from the high school to the college, thus 

increasing enrollment at their college. A college instructor said this is likely to transpire 

                                                      
32 Nearly all the interview respondents from college partners were from community colleges. 
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because more students realize their potential and the possibility of attending college. A high 

school respondent said some of the college instructors are local graduates, and this 

demonstrates to students that a similar path is available for them. A college instructor 

employed by a small community college said the college interest in early college programs is 

“very high,” adding that the college is increasing enrollment as well as the interest of high 

school students in college. Another college partner representative said, “We see that the 

kids that are taking these classes are going to the universities in the state. They are staying 

within the system.”  

• Preparing Students for Success in College. A large college partner with a community college 

that supports many ECHS and HSRS programs, as well as other early college programs, said 

the college views early college programs as “an opportunity for our college to be involved 

with students earlier and help them develop the academic and nonacademic skills they 

need to be successful in college.” The respondent said the college has worked with high 

school language arts teachers to “do alignment work” between high school and college 

English courses. Another college partner said similar work was conducted with one of its 

partner high schools. 

Challenges  

College partner respondents, and in some cases, their high school colleagues, described the 

challenges colleges have encountered in supporting early college programs.  

• Workload. Supporting the early college programs increased the workloads of college staff. 

Most college partners had not been able to hire additional staff to support high schools and 

students in the enrollment process, manage paperwork and maintain records, and instruct 

college classes. As interest in early college expands, college partners said that resources to 

develop a stronger infrastructure to support high schools will surely be needed.  

• Limited Number of Instructors. Small rural college partners have fewer instructors than 

large urban colleges. One of the college partners resolved this challenge by hiring qualified 

lecturers in the area whose schedules were more flexible than those of full-time instructors. 

On the other hand, a small community college on a small island had only one community 

college instructor per course. The college supported three programs and had to manage 

high school requests for the same courses, sometimes by scheduling courses in a different 

semester than originally requested and sometimes by proposing alternative courses (which 

dismayed the high schools and students). Some of the courses could not be provided, at 

least in all high schools. The college could not hire adjunct lecturers because the small 

population of its service area has few residents with the requisite qualifications. 
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• High School Schedules. When high schools schedule early college courses during the school 

day, a regular bell schedule is advantageous. College partners said four-by four block 

schedules were most convenient for early college courses. As noted earlier, several high 

schools had irregular bell schedules with high school classes scheduled on alternating days. 

This limited the availability of instructors, who had difficulty accommodating irregular 

schedules. One small community college had a limited number of available instructors and 

said providing instructors for a high school with a “bizarre” bell schedule had been 

especially challenging.  

• Frequent Course Changes. Some high schools had a regular set of courses they requested, 

which made it easier for the college partner to plan. Others changed one or more courses 

each semester. The latter situation made it more difficult for college partners to identify 

and confirm appropriate college instructors.  

School Benefits and Challenges 
High schools benefited from participating in early college and being exposed to college courses 

and learning how their students managed those courses. Like the college respondents, the high 

school respondents reported challenges related to workloads, particularly the enrollment 

process. In some high schools, the respondents said student interest was still not strong, and 

teacher resistance and skepticism was still evident. 

Benefits 

Although some school respondents mentioned that early college as a program was too isolated 

or new for schools to have reaped any tangible benefits, others reported several gains to 

schools. These are summarized as follows:  

• Improved College-Going Culture. Respondents from ECHS and HSRS schools said that 

participating in early college improved their school’s college going culture. Several 

respondents said students who may not have considered college had gained confidence by 

succeeding in the courses, and other students became more aware of the possibility of 

attending college, thus impacting the school culture. As one principal said,  

The rest of the student body sees the impact of the students and the credits… They won’t 

be skeptical or afraid of college when they have a taste of what it’s like and if they can 

do the work, they’re more likely to advance in that direction.  

Other respondents noted there is more talk throughout the school about college, gaining 

college credits, and earning college degrees than there was prior to the program. 
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• Increased Rigor in High School Courses. Respondents from several ECHS and one HSRS 

school described increased rigor in high school courses because of the partnerships with 

colleges. One team member said that the high school faculty was gaining a sense of the 

demands of college courses and was aligning its culture and instruction with that of the 

college “so it’s not such a big jump.” In another school, the principal said that student 

progress in the college courses has put positive pressure on the school to elevate its 

teaching and learning:  

If they’re not passing a class because they’re not able to write well, that’s on 

us, so it has required us to take a hard look at our own curriculum and 

instruction, our own pedagogy. It’s helped us increase the rigor on campus 

and required us to look at pedagogy across campus. 

Respondents from two schools said that students have worked harder in high school so they 

are more prepared to take early college courses. An early college coordinator noted that 

students are more aware of standardized tests that are used for placements: “[The students 

are] already thinking about, ‘What do I have to do to do well on my ACT so I can take that 

[early college] class?’” 

• Awareness of Student Potential. Several ECHS respondents said that teachers in their 

school recognized that their students were capable of more challenging work. A principal 

said teachers, at least some of them, realized that students who had earned Cs in their high 

school courses, or even failed courses, could succeed in a college course if they focused and 

were provided with the necessary support. Another principal said that teachers were 

surprised to find that some students were not going to work or a training program after 

graduation but going to college instead. He described this as a “big shift” in their 

perceptions about what students are capable of when they are given the opportunity.  

• Teacher Growth. Partnerships with colleges through early college provided high school 

teachers with opportunities for professional development. In some partnerships, college 

faculty assisted high school teams with aligning high school courses with college-level 

expectations. In programs where the high school assigned teachers to support early college 

classes, team members said that the teachers learned different teaching methods and 

deeper content because of their exposure to college classes.  

• Improved High School Reputation. Respondents from two ECHS schools and one HSRS 

school indicated that their high schools’ reputation in their communities had improved. In 

several schools, team members said that families applied for “geographic exemptions” so 

they could enroll their children in a high school with an early college program. A high school 
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respondent said, “[This school] was not known to be a good school that attracts a lot of 

people…but because of all of the Early College work, people are now seeking geographic 

exemptions to this school.”  

Challenges  

High school challenges were mentioned throughout this report. For example, limitations were 

described when leadership support was not strong and when processes for enrollment were 

not in place. Three persistent challenges were evident in many of the programs: student 

interest, demands on high school staff, and teacher resistance. Low interest among students 

and overburdened staff also have been identified as issues impacting schools’ ability to sustain 

early college. 

• Generating Student Interest. About half of all schools (six ECHS and two HSRS) generated a 

high level of student interest for early college. Several schools, however, reported that it 

was difficult to generate interest among students. This was particularly true for students in 

the prioritized target populations—specifically male students of NH descent were 

mentioned. Most schools expanded their target population, opening enrollment to all 

students, so they could fill courses. Student and adult respondents mentioned several 

factors that made recruitment and enrollment difficult. These included the multistep 

enrollment process, which respondents in two schools said was particularly challenging for 

some students in the prioritized target population. In addition, respondents mentioned 

students not wanting to take courses after school; not showing an interest in bridge 

courses; a school culture where teachers did not support academic success; students 

hearing that other students struggled, failed, or withdrew from courses; and students 

feeling hesitant once they heard about course demands. Even in a school where student 

interest was high, some courses did not interest students. A respondent mentioned an 

anthropology course that was hard to fill because students were unfamiliar with the subject 

area. In another school, a lack of course variety (the same courses were offered each 

semester) was mentioned as a possible cause for reduced student interest.  

• Demands on High School Staff. As noted earlier, nearly all early college coordinators and 

team members took on early college responsibilities in addition to those related to their 

regular roles. Counselors (and many coordinators were college and career or grade-level 

counselors) were particularly impacted by early college because they supported 

recruitment, enrollment, and, in some schools, tracking the performance of students taking 

early college classes. The larger programs that offered more classes per semester and thus 

enrolled more students placed high demands on high school staff for both recruitment and 
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enrollment. Several programs opted to mitigate staff demands by limiting course offerings, 

and, thus, the number of students who could participate.  

• Pockets of Resistance. Although early college programs were generally supported by faculty 

members in many of the high schools, numerous schools had not fully won over skeptical 

teachers who were unsure of student readiness to take college-level courses, the impact of 

early college courses on enrollment in other courses, or the use of school funds to benefit a 

limited number of students. More successful schools addressed teacher concerns, which 

resulted in relatively small pockets of resistance.  

Student Benefits and Challenges 

Students who participated in early college named numerous benefits for themselves and their 

families and referred mainly to challenges associated with adapting to the early college course 

demands and expectations. 

Benefits 

Students and early college staff cited several benefits to participants, including practical 

benefits like saving money; academic benefits such as exposure to college and improved 

academic and study skills; improved soft skills that can be transferred to different settings; and 

greater confidence and maturity among students.  

• Practical Benefits. Students in the majority of both ECHS and HSRS schools mentioned the 

practical benefits of saving money and reducing the courseload when they are in college. A 

student said, “The class is free, the books are free. That helps a lot with us, most of us from 

not high-income families, so it helps take a lot of burden off our families, our parents.” 

Another student said that accruing college credits in high school “lessens the workload for 

us in the future.” A school administrator noted the opportunity for students from low-

income families in his rural high school to earn 20 or more college credits at no cost while in 

high school was “a pretty good deal.”  

• Exposure to College. A common benefit cited by students in ECHS and HSRS schools alike 

was preparation for or exposure to college. Students said they gained a better 

understanding of what to expect in college in terms of instruction and workload and 

believed it will lead to an “easier transition to college.” A student shared as follows: 

I like that early college exposed me to what college life is. I knew college work was hard, 
but I didn’t know that you had to have a certain mentality to do it, as well. Before I 
started early college, I was arrogantly thinking, “Yo, I’m the best. This is just like any 
other work I’ve done before. I could easily pass this.” When some of the work came, I 
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was like, “Oh, okay. This isn’t the same thing.” I was prepared to go through it, but I 
wasn’t ready mind wise. I like that it gave me that exposure. 

Students, many of whom are the first in their families to take college courses, also 

mentioned the value of experiencing the administrative process of enrolling in college, 

registering for courses, and using the university’s online systems during the course (e.g., to 

check on and submit assignments). These processes and systems will be less of a mystery 

for them in the future. 

• Improved Academic and Study Skills. Another major benefit for students was improved 

academic skills that helped them with their schoolwork, particularly skills in reading and 

writing, notetaking, groupwork, and presenting to others. According to a support teacher, 

what students learn in early college, particularly the IS course, are skills that are helpful in 

other high school courses: “I think it helps them a lot with their study habits so that in their 

other classes they can grow more and get bumped up to that next level.” Several students 

noted the academic skills learned in their early college classes had positively impacted their 

regular high school classes. As one student said, “It has made me think about my other 

classes on a college-level scale, so the mind-set that I have with my college classes is pretty 

much how I handle my other classes now.”  

• Improved Soft Skills. Improvements in transferable soft skills also were mentioned in all 

focus groups. Students said they learned to prioritize tasks and manage their time better, 

and they developed a stronger work ethic. Students from one school talked about preparing 

assignments in advance so they had time to revise and improve. A student in another school 

said, “Before, I was just turning it in last minute, and it was really crappy. I just learned 

further on as we went into the program that if I make the time, I can do it, and I can do it 

well.” 

• Attitudinal Benefits. Students and school staff talked about students’ intrinsic gains in 

maturity, independence, and overall confidence as well as increased seriousness about 

college or their education in general. One student described growth in maturity and 

accepting individual responsibility:  

I think I’ve changed after taking Early College; I changed how I do my work and stuff. I 

know that if I fail it’s not because of the teacher. It’s not because of your parents. . . if 

you don’t do well, you can’t blame others. You’ve got to take responsibility for 

everything.”  
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Another student talked about having bigger goals “instead of just settling for 

something…for whatever. Even if you fail at it, you’re still higher than what you would have 

been if you didn’t try.” A college instructor commented,  

I think early college is phenomenal; I think it is eye opening for students to see that, 
wow, I can take a college course when I’m a sophomore and actually do the work and be 
successful. I think that, in itself, is phenomenal, because that helps them realize that, 
hey, I can do this. 

Challenges 

Students and other respondents referred to multiple challenges that students encounter, 

particularly when they initially take an early college course.  

• Adapting to New Expectations. Students were challenged taking courses for which 

expectations differed from those of their high school courses. A significant new expectation 

was turning in assignments on time. This led to challenges related to prioritizing their work 

and managing their time.  

A related challenge was that high school students have long been conditioned to being told 

what to do, how to do it, and when to do it—through bell schedules, daily assignments, and 

reminders from teachers. The expectation in early college classes was that students have 

more freedom, assignments are longer term and more in-depth, and not assuming 

responsibility has serious consequences. Students discovered that with more independence 

came greater responsibility for managing and prioritizing their work and seeking help from 

the instructor when needed. One student said, “It’s your responsibility to learn what you 

have to learn.” Another student commented, “They just give us readings upon readings 

upon readings, and we just have to always keep up because sometimes we go over it in 

class, and if you didn’t do the reading, then you’ll be lost.”  

• Balancing Course Work. Students who were not in a school with a block schedule noted 

that they had a heavy course load. Participants in several focus groups said early college 

courses were on top of their six or seven regular high school courses. One student cited as a 

major challenge “balancing the workload with high school because we are already taking 

rigorous courses, so it’s just more work.” A student in another school said, “It added more 

weight on my shoulders, and I have to learn how to time manage my high school classes 

with my college classes and my extracurricular in with that. You feel like it’s like juggling so 

many things at once.” A third student talked about the challenge of having to “choose 

what’s more important, what work to do is more important than the other.”  
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Summary 

The benefits of early college are numerous and extend to college partners, the high schools 

participating in early college, and students.  

• College partners and high schools described building connections that contributed to the 

mission or goals of their respective institutions. College partners referred to establishing a 

pipeline that drew high school students to the college after graduation, strengthening their 

commitment to local communities, and preparing students for the demands of college. High 

schools mentioned benefits such as improved school culture and instruction and, in some 

cases, the reputation of the school.  

• For the educational institutions, challenges are associated with extra demands on time and 

resources, as well as managing logistics. Some high schools also have had continued issues 

related to low student interest and/or teacher resistance or skepticism.  

• Students reported numerous benefits from participating in early college. The challenges 

they described (meeting new expectations and balancing their high school and college 

course work) were the counterpart of the benefits they described related to gaining 

academic and personal skills that prepare them for college. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

The ECHS and HSRS programs have benefited participating students as shown by both the 

impact analyses and as reported by enrolled students and early college staff. The programs also 

have benefited participating high schools and college partners despite the complexities of 

designing and implementing them.  

Consistent with other recent early college studies (Berger, Garet, Hoshen, Knudson, & Turk-

Bicakci, 2014; Edmunds et al., 2016), this evaluation found that, while in high school, early 

college students earned higher cumulative GPAs than the matched comparison students. They 

also were more likely to enroll in an institution of higher education, more likely to complete 

college-level English and mathematics courses within 1 year of their high school graduation, and 

more likely to persist in their second year of college. The study also shows that the more college 

credits earned while in high school, the more likely students were to enroll and persist in college.  

Students who participated in focus groups offered insights about how participation in early 

college is beneficial to them. Perceived benefits included gaining a better understanding of 

college course content and demands, learning to take responsibility for their academic work, 

managing their time more skillfully, improving their academic and study skills, gaining 

confidence and maturity, and easing some of the financial burden of a college education on 

families. Many students said they have changed because of their participation in early college 

and their successful completion of college coursework.  

High school administrators and teachers also reported benefits resulting from having an early 

college program. The benefits included improved academic culture, greater teacher awareness 

of student potential, increased rigor of high school courses, and better alignment of high school 

standards with college academic standards. Several interviewed teachers said their own 

exposure to the college courses offered to students at their high schools showed them deeper 

course content and new instructional methods.  

Early college program design and implementation varied. The examination of ECHS and HSRS 

programs in this report showed key differences that can influence implementation and, thus, 

the potential for early college to positively impact participants, including the following: 

• The degree to which school leaders have articulated and communicated a vision for the 

program, have signaled their commitment to early college by assigning staff and resources 

to support it, have accommodated the program scheduling and connections to other school 

programs and structures, and have addressed obstacles and staff resistance 
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• The degree to which teachers in the school are aware of and support the early college program 

• The number and variety of early college courses and the match between courses and the 

academic background of recruited students 

• The degree to which the high school and the college partner have actively worked together 

to select and plan courses, collaborate on logistics, and identify opportunities for improved 

alignment and coordination that benefits both institutions and participating students 

Despite the reported benefits of early college, the programs encountered some challenges. One 

common implementation challenge was the process for enrolling in an early college course, a 

process that required a great deal of time and organization on the part of the high school and 

the college partner as well as the high school student and his or her family. Some high schools 

in the sample have done better than others to address these challenges, but even in those 

schools, attrition through the enrollment process was considerable.  

Having enough staff to effectively support the program and early college students was a 

common and persistent challenge. Coordinators and other supporting staff had their regular 

responsibilities in addition to those related to early college. The larger programs placed high 

demands on high school staff to recruit, enroll, and track student performance. Due to the lack 

of staff, other programs had difficulty gaining traction in the school or expanding to meet 

student interest. Several schools tried to mitigate staff demands by limiting the size of the 

program, which likely meant that not all students who wanted to participate could.  

Another identified challenge was that college partners do not have an unlimited number of 

faculty members available to teach early college courses. Further, the number of faculty who 

want to teach in the high schools and who could effectively work with high school students may 

be limited. Location matters in Hawai‘i, and rural colleges had more difficulty than urban 

colleges in meeting the requests of early college high schools because of fewer available 

instructors and longer distances between the college and the high schools. Some college 

partners and high schools developed solutions through scheduling and the hiring of adjunct 

faculty. 

The ECHS and HSRS programs that participated in this study have demonstrated a variety of 

ways to design early college programs in terms of scheduling, course offerings, and student 

supports plus a variety of ways to implement the programs in terms of leadership strategies, 

recruitment and enrollment, coordination, and partnerships. Many approaches have been 

adaptive—accommodating school characteristics, location, resources, and other circumstances 

unique to the school, students, or community. Some approaches are less dynamic and reflect 
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limitations in commitment and lack of attention to the growth or improvement of the early 

college program. Together, the programs considered in this study may provide useful lessons for 

other high schools in Hawai‘i as they plan, implement, and continue to develop their early 

college programs.  

As early college expands throughout the United States, we can expect further research on the 

implementation and impacts of early college. A key question for these studies to explore will be 

whether the benefits of early college persist and what that means for students’ futures beyond 

college. 
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Appendix A. Matching and Impact Results 

Table A1 presents the balance statistics for the ECHS/HSRS and matched comparison students. 

Included here are the overall means for the ECHS/HSRS sample, the matched comparison 

sample, the overall mean difference, and the standardized mean difference. The standardized 

difference is the mean difference divided by the standard deviation of that outcome, which 

estimates how different the two sample outcomes are in the number of standard deviations. 

The What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) characterizes values less than .05 as trivial and values 

between .05 and .25 as moderate imbalance.33,34,35  

Table A1. Covariate Balance, ECHS/HSRS and Matched Comparison Students 

 
ECHS/HSRS 

mean 

Matched 
comparison 

mean 

Mean difference 
(ECHS/HSRS—

matched comparison) 

Standardized 
mean 

difference 

HSA 8th Grade Mathematics 326.34 326.14 0.20 0.01 

HSA 8th Grade Reading 329.83 330.53 -0.70 -0.02 

Male 32% 31% 1% -0.03 

Native American 1% 0% 0% 1.07 

White 6% 7% -1% -0.03 

Asian 53% 50% 3% 0.18 

Black 0% 0% 0% 0.41 

Hispanic 2% 3% 0% -0.04 

Multiethnic 6% 7% -1% -0.03 

Pacific Islander 23% 26% -3% -0.15 

English learner 9% 7% 1% 0.04 

Free or reduced-price lunch 52% 50% 2% 0.00 

Note. Values are rounded. 

                                                      
33 The WWC does not require balance on all observable covariates. It prioritizes balance on preintervention measures of 
outcomes.  
34 Covariates with especially small or especially large prevalence rates (e.g., Native American) will manifest in large standardized 
differences even if the absolute differences are small.  
35 Some of the outcomes we evaluated contained missing data (e.g., college credits earned within 1 year of high school 
graduation). To make sure the misssingness did not affect the original balance in covariates, we recalculated our balance 
statistics with those missing values and found that they were robust to the missing data.  
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Table A2 shows the results of the impact analyses, including the original model coefficients that 

indexes differences between ECHS/HSRS students and the transformed coefficients (i.e., odds 

ratios or coefficients from an overdispersed Poisson regression model).36 We transformed the 

model estimates to help with interpretation. For example, an odds ratio of 2.94 for first fall 

college enrollment indicates that the odds of the ECHS/HSRS sample enrolling in college after 

high school graduation were 2.94 (nearly three times) the odds of the matched comparison 

sample.  

Table A2. Student Outcome Impact Estimates 

 Estimate Transformed estimate  Standard error 

High school GPA 0.42 0.42 0.02 

On-time graduation 0.53 1.69 0.24 

First fall college enrollment 1.08 2.94 0.08 

College mathematics completed 0.91 2.50 0.11 

College English completed 1.51 4.51 0.11 

College credits completed 0.25 7.34 0.05 

College persistence 1.26 3.54 0.11 

Note. Values are rounded. 

Table A3 presents the results of our sensitivity analysis, where we excluded Waipahu High 

School and re-estimated the program impacts on student outcomes. Overall, the results are 

very similar to those presented in Table A2, indicating the Waipahu High School was not directly 

driving the results observed.  

Table A3. Student Outcome Impact Estimates, Excluding Waipahu High School 

 Estimate Transformed estimate Standard error 

High school GPA 0.36 0.36 0.03 

On-time graduation 0.50 1.65 0.26 

First fall college enrollment 0.98 2.65 0.10 

                                                      
36 We transformed the estimated differences for binary outcomes to odds ratios. Continuous count outcomes (i.e., high school 
GPA and college credits completed) were not transformed to the odds ratio scale. Their transformed values can be interpreted 
as the adjusted difference of mean high school GPA units or the number of college credits earned.  
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 Estimate Transformed estimate Standard error 

College mathematics completed 0.83 2.29 0.14 

College English completed 1.51 4.52 0.13 

College credits completed 0.26 7.68 0.05 

College persistence 1.11 3.05 0.13 

Note. Values are rounded. 

  



 

Hawai‘i Early College: Implementation and Outcomes  

 

 

 AMERICAN INSTITUTES FOR RESEARCH | AIR.ORG 93 
 

Appendix B. Additional Analyses 

Additional analyses were conducted to explore the influence of key implementation factors on 

student outcomes as well as differences between the ECHS and HSRS programs. The results of 

these analyses are presented in this appendix. In general, neither the level of implementation 

on key factors nor program type influenced student outcomes in any notable way. 

Student Outcomes by Program Implementation 

As part of the implementation study (discussed in Chapter 5), we identified programs within the 

ECHS/HSRS sample of schools that implemented key components of their early college 

programs at a high level. That is, these programs had school leaders who advocated for early 

college, teachers who were aware and supportive, available supports for students, and 

effective coordination to manage their early college programs. Other ECHS/HSRS schools might 

have been strong in one or more elements but not across all essential factors. 

We conducted a descriptive analysis that examined student outcomes in the six schools that 

implemented strong early college programs compared with the other 12 ECHS/HSRS schools. 

These results are presented in Figure B1. Although differences in student performance between 

the two groups are minimal, the implementation factors highlighted are worth pursuing to 

develop more cohesive programs and, when combined with other factors not included in the 

analysis, may support program growth and sustainability. 

Figure B1. Student Outcomes and Level of Implementation 
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Student Outcomes by Early College Program  

We descriptively compared the performance of ECHS (N = 1,382) and HSRS (N = 389) students.37 

As Figure B2 shows, the performance of both sets of students was comparable. ECHS students 

were slightly more likely to have completed a college-level mathematics course within 1 year of 

high school graduation compared with HSRS students (41% and 32%, respectively) but slightly 

less likely to have completed a college-level English course in the same time frame (65% and 

76%, respectively).  

Figure B2. ECHS and HSRS Student Outcomes  

 

As noted elsewhere in this report, HSRS was a smaller program involving fewer schools, 

courses, and students than ECHS. HSRS schools also were more selective in their recruitment of 

students, with half focusing on mainly higher achieving students. These differences may have a 

bearing on overall outcomes and should be kept in mind when interpreting the results. 

  

                                                      
37 Twenty-one students participated in both ECHS and HSRS programs (i.e., during their high school experience, they 

were enrolled in an ECHS school at one time and an HSRS at another time) and were thus removed for these analyses. 
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Appendix C. Early College at Waipahu High School 

Waipahu High School (WHS), on O‘ahu, has 

established the most developed high school–based 

early college program in Hawai‘i. It is a program one 

hears about when visiting other early college 

programs in the state because it is widely recognized 

as an early college program to learn about and learn 

from. It is the oldest high school–based early college 

program in a state where early college programs 

have begun to proliferate. A University of Hawai‘i– 

West O‘ahu (UHWO) professor who also coordinates 

the early college program on the campus said, 

“From my perspective, Waipahu is pretty much the 

model for early college here in the state of Hawai‘i.”  

In early 2017, AIR researchers went to high schools 

with early college programs across the state to talk 

with early college staff and students as part of its 

evaluation of the Early College High School initiative. 

Many high school leaders and early college 

coordinators who were interviewed by the AIR 

evaluation team had visited the WHS program to 

learn more about the planning and implementation 

of early college. Most of the respondents 

acknowledged that the program could not be 

replicated on their own campus because of 

substantial differences in context, size, location, and 

available staff and resources. Although the WHS 

early college program may be difficult to replicate, it 

offers strategies and perspectives that might be 

applicable and useful to other early college 

programs.  

About Waipahu High School 

Waipahu High School is a Title I 

school serving students in 

Grades 9–12. The high school is 

located on the leeward side of 

O‘ahu, 13 miles northwest of 

Honolulu.  

School community  60,305 

Enrollment 2,494 

Percentage of 
students of NH/PI 
descent 

22% 

Percentage of 
students from low-
SES families 

56% 

Source. School Status Improvement Report 

2014–15 and U.S. News High School 

Profiles 2013–14. 

The majority of students are Filipino 

whose parents have immigrated to 

Hawai‘i (approximately 70%). 

The high school offers its students 

six career pathways and 11 career 

academies, including Creative 

Media, Culinary, Engineering, 

Finance, Hospitality and Tourism, 

Information Technology, Law and 

Justice, and Teacher 

Education. Two of the high school’s 

academies—the Academy of Health 

& Sciences and the Academy of 

Natural Resources—were the first 

in the state to be recognized as 

National Model Academies by the 

National Career Academy Coalition. 
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Early College Origin and Growth 

The WHS early college program began in 2012 with a 

single psychology class. A few years later, in 2016–17, 

WHS offered 15 college courses per semester. More than 

600 students were enrolled in early college courses and 

approximately one third of the school’s graduating seniors 

had completed early college courses. The program has 

grown through several phases that brought clear purpose 

and structure to the program, making it possible for 

participating students to graduate with both a high school 

diploma and an associate degree. 

Redefining High School Goals 

At about the same time that the early college program 

was initiated in 2012, the WHS principal led the high 

school staff and faculty in a re-examination of the high 

school’s fundamental goals. According to the principal, 

the accepted goal, one that was logical for a high school, 

was to graduate students and make sure they earned 

enough credits to be awarded a high school diploma. In 

doing so, the high school identified its clients as students 

and situated student goals within the high school’s walls, 

time frame, and expectations. “But we changed that,” the 

principal said, by redefining the high school’s clients as 

the communities and institutions students would engage 

in beyond high school: postsecondary institutions, the 

military, businesses, and the community-at-large.  

The newly defined client expanded the range and 
potential impact of the high school, emphasizing not so 

much what students accomplished within the high 
school but what they were prepared to do and were 

able to contribute after high school. 

—WHS Principal 

The principal conducted in-school focus groups with 

faculty and students, asking them to imagine themselves 

Data Collection and Analysis 

The implementation sections are 

based on interviews conducted in 

early 2017 with the WHS early 

college coordinator, the coordinator 

(and college instructor) from the 

school’s key college partner, the 

WHS principal, three WHS staff 

people who provide extensive 

support for the program, and the 

Waipahu Intermediate School (WIS) 

Junior National Honor Society 

advisor. In addition, five WHS early 

college students provided 

information during a focus group. 

The WHS early college coordinator 

provided documents on program 

offerings and achievements, and 

Hawai‘i P-20 provided data about 

sustainability. Interview and focus 

group data were analyzed using 

standard qualitative methods and 

organized under topics shared with 

the larger early college study 

conducted by AIR. 

High school and postsecondary 

outcomes data were collected from 

HIDOE for students who graduated 

in 2015–2017. WHS early college 

students were matched with other 

Waipahu students using propensity 

score matching based on prior 

student achievement and 

demographic data. Descriptive 

analytics were applied to compare 

the performance of WHS early 

college students with matched 

comparison students. 
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as human resources directors and, in that imagined role, identify the characteristics and 

competencies of the employees they wanted to hire. They identified characteristics such as 

critical thinking, ability to work with others, punctuality, and initiative. The principal said,  

The next question was “what are you doing in the classroom for your kids to provide 

them the opportunities to demonstrate this?” That changed the focus from the content 

and passing tests to get a credit to how to arrange learning so that it provides 

opportunities for students to demonstrate these competencies. It’s a shift, a very 

different way we approach education.  

Early college supported and strengthened the newly defined focus of the high school. According 

to the principal, experience in early college courses would benefit students in two ways. First, it 

would reduce student anxiety about taking early college courses. The high school also had a 

Running Start program, in which only a few students participated. The principal said this was 

largely because “kids are afraid” to attend a big and unknown campus where other students are 

older and with unfamiliar teachers. A high school–based early college program reduces those 

fears. Second, early college would increase student incentive and future orientation. The 

principal stressed that students need to know and experience more than high school: “If they 

only know high school, there is no incentive for them to try and get better. . . we have got to 

change what the kids believe about themselves. We have got to get them successful.” The early 

college program, along with the school’s career academies, shows students a future that 

extends beyond earning a high school diploma and motivates students to be more purposeful 

about their education.  

Early Years 

WHS’s early college program began in 2012 through a partnership between the high school and 

UHWO. One course, Psychology 100, taught by an award-winning educator, was offered in 

summer 2012. The course was full. The high school’s early college coordinator said, “The kids 

loved him. They absolutely loved him. He made learning relevant.” Students who took the 

course did well academically, and their attendance was near perfect, even though for 4 days a 

week that summer they had to be in school 6 hours a day for both the class and a mandatory 

study period. The high school offered additional early college courses the following fall, 

scheduling them after school. Again, the courses filled and students did well academically. The 

next semester, the high school offered four early college courses.  

At this point, the McInerny Foundation, a Honolulu-based charitable organization founded to 

benefit the people of Hawai‘i, expressed an interest in the program. Following discussions with 

high school and college stakeholders, the foundation awarded WHS a 3-year grant to build its 
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early college program. The grant was renewed in 2016 for an additional 3 years.38 “We wouldn’t 

have been able to show what is possible without that support,” the principal said. “We’re 

enrolling 600 students in early college now.” The high school now offers 15 college courses 

each semester and several courses during the summer. 

Associate Degree Options 

In 2014, WHS created the first of its two Olympian early college options. The Olympian options 

are a series of college courses, supports, and structures that allow high school students to 

complete the course requirements for an associate degree by the time they graduate from high 

school. WHS has two Olympian programs: an A.A. in liberal arts (begun in 2014) and an A.S. in 

natural science (begun in 2016). (Students in the science degree program are referred to as 

STEM [science, technology, engineering, and mathematics] Olympian early college students.)  

The options were named Olympian to stress that achieving an A.A. degree requires effort 
and sacrifice, not unlike that made by athletes who aim to participate in the Olympics. 

—WHS Early College Coordinator 

At the same time, the high school continued its nondegree option that allowed students to earn 

college credits more flexibly, to “step in, step out” depending on their circumstances and how 

they prioritized sports and other extracurricular activities. 

Nearly all Olympian students are recruited through the nearby WIS, which serves students in 

Grades 7 and 8. Recruitment is through the National Junior Honor Society (NJHS). In 2013–14, a 

WIS social studies teacher became the new faculty advisor for NJHS. In his position as NJHS 

advisor, he wanted to expand the honor society and improve the academic climate of the 

school. He reached out to the WHS principal after reading an article the principal had written 

about the high school’s early college program. He asked if his NJHS students could observe early 

college classes. The principal put him in touch with the early college coordinator.  

He arranged for us to view two classes, so we just sat there and watched. We came back 

to the school. A lot of the kids said, “you know it’s kind of boring when you just watch. I 

wish we could have tried to be part of the class.” I gave that feedback to [the early 

college coordinator]. We went back again to another class, another two classes, and we 

actually participated. 

                                                      
38 The McInerny Foundation has committed nearly $1.6 million to WHS in 6 years. 
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At that point, the NJHS advisor and the early college coordinator participated in discussions 

with school administrators and teachers and with parents to discuss the possibility of offering 

eighth-grade students the opportunity to enroll in college courses the summer before their 

freshman year at the high school. With agreements established, several eighth-grade students 

took the placement test for English 100 and passed.  

The first course incoming ninth-grade students take is Interdisciplinary Studies (IS) 100, which 

emphasizes skills for succeeding in college and provides students the opportunity to reflect on 

their future life path. They take this course during the summer before entering high school. 

They then take a college elective of their choosing.  

Opening early college to younger students made it possible for WHS to establish the Olympian 

programs because students could start accruing college credits early in their high school career. 

The first A.A. degrees in liberal arts were awarded to graduating high school seniors in May 

2018, and the first A.S. degrees in natural science will be awarded to students in 2020.39  

Aligning Career Academies and Postsecondary Opportunities 

With the second round of McInerny Foundation funding in 2016, WHS became more intentional 

about aligning early college with career academies and postsecondary opportunities. The 

principal and the early college coordinator met with UH academic departments, such as the UH 

Mānoa College of Education, the UH Mānoa College of Engineering, and the UH West O‘ahu 

Creative Media Program, to create a vertically articulated program whereby, within the high 

school academy structure, students accrue the appropriate college credits to enter UH 

programs as college juniors. The principal said, “How do we get our kids now taking early 

college courses so [after high school graduation] they can get into these programs as juniors? 

That’s Early College 2.0.” The Creative Media Program at UH West O’ahu was the first to be 

fully articulated.  

College Partners 

WHS partners with both a 2-year college and a 4-year college, Leeward Community College 

(LCC) and UHWO. LCC is two miles and UHWO is six miles from the high school campus. WHS 

has strong ties to each campus through the high school early college coordinator. The 

coordinator was once both the vice-chancellor and chancellor at LCC. He knows LCC 

administrators and professors and works with the LCC early college coordinator to not only 

select courses but also select the instructors that he thinks will do well with high school 

                                                      
39 A senior at WHS earned her A.A. degree from LCC in December 2017. She was the first early college student in the state to do 
so before graduating from high school.  
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students and create an initial positive impression of college. He also works closely with the 

UHWO professor who taught the first early college course at WHS. That professor has since 

been named UHWO’s Director of College and Career Readiness. 

Early college gives us an opportunity to talk to our high schools about preparing students 
for college and for preparing the whole student and not just the academic side of the 

student for college. It has created a stronger partnership between us and our high 
schools. I think that the money that was put into it went well beyond just the work that 

happened at the schools that they financed. 

—LCC Coordinator 

LCC partners with eight high schools to provide early college courses; three are funded by 

Hawai‘i P-20. UHWO partners with five high schools in the vicinity. The interview respondents 

from each college said their institution’s commitment to early college is high. UHWO 

respondents said the institution “offers support in the best ways we can,” including working 

with high schools to select classes and instructors, providing resources for running the classes, 

and providing student services such as tutoring and help at the college testing center. UHWO 

has an enrollment specialist, funded by grants, who works with high schools to enroll students 

and with students to make sure they have access to the student course websites.  

The LCC early college coordinator has an equally comprehensive role, perhaps more challenging 

because the number of early college students in high schools supported by LCC is greater. The 

LCC coordinator creates partnership terms with the schools; helps with recruitment, testing, 

and application; determines the eligibility of students for the classes they want to take; assists 

with communication between the high schools and instructors; and oversees the LCC early 

college counselors. 

School and Program Leadership 

The principal has advocated for the early college program for years and led or facilitated efforts 

to embed early college into the high school. Under his leadership, WHS has aligned the program 

with its career academies and expanded opportunities for students by making it possible for 

them to graduate from high school with an A.A. degree. The principal expressed a strong 

dedication to the WHS community and students, similar to principals and coordinators at other 

high schools with early college programs, particularly (though not exclusively) by those who 

grew up and went to school in the area and then returned as an educator to serve their 

community. 
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The WHS early college coordinator was described as the architect of the school’s early college 

program. A college partner respondent said the coordinator “has done a fantastic job. He 

started off by himself and now he has a small support staff, but he has been pretty much the 

architect of the early college program under P-20, in the state in general.”  

He and the principal have formed a strong partnership. This is an important partnership, 

according to a long-time college partner from UHWO who, as the university’s early college and 

career readiness director, has worked with other early college programs in the state. The 

partner said nothing contributes to a program’s success as much as the WHS principal and the 

early college coordinator. He cited WHS as an example, saying success does not depend on the 

size of the school or location but on the principal who “fights for his resources so they are able 

to sustain the program” and who decides “who will be the person to carry the torch for the 

program.” Without a committed principal and the right person directing the program, he said, 

“you can try to cobble together whatever kind of early college high school program, but it won’t 

stick.”  

The principal has given the coordinator the support, trust, and latitude to choose 
courses, to establish program guidelines and procedures, develop new partnerships, plan 
program expansion, and promote the benefits and culture of the early college program. 

—UHWO College Partner 

As noted earlier, the WHS early college coordinator was formerly a vice chancellor and 

chancellor at LCC, one of the school’s two college partners. As chancellor, he championed early 

college by promoting early admission programs for high school students and encouraging LCC 

faculty to “go out to the high schools and provide an early admit type class.” He knows and is 

known by the faculty of LCC. He also knows the college academic and vocational departments 

and college requirements related to admissions, degrees, and transfers.  

The coordinator has a strong interest in motivation and how to incentivize students to succeed. 

He and the UHWO college professor who has been teaching Psychology 100 at WHS since the 

first early college course was offered “are always looking at what can we do to incentivize. 

What buttons can we push?” Many of the coordinator’s policies and much of his messaging 

were explained in terms of incentivizing students. Related to this, the coordinator has 

promoted concepts such as grit, or perseverance in the face of challenges (as researched by 

Angela Duckworth), and growth mind-set, the concept that intelligence and talent are not fixed 

entities (as described by Carol Dweck). With a colleague, he is writing a book on what 

organizations can do to develop grit and a growth mind-set. The concepts were familiar to the 
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students who were interviewed during the focus group and familiar to the staff who help with 

the coordination of the early college program.  

An early college team assists the coordinator. An assistant who was once an early college 

student at WHS has many responsibilities, including academic advising, maintaining student 

files, tracking attendance, presenting information on early college during orientation and in 

talks to eighth-grade students, supporting students, and helping organize and supervise 

community service and leadership training opportunities. In addition, a part time UH Mānoa 

student provides technology support 3 days per week. He said technology is a major and 

necessary component, particularly because the UH system has transitioned its college reading 

materials to an online format. This support person also helps students with laptops and 

Chromebooks that are loaned to students. He updates the early college website and helps the 

professors with their technology setups. A third support for the program is the high school 

counselor who helps students manage their course loads and align their early college courses 

with their high school requirements. The counselor also helps students with their “social-

emotional stability” in school, advising them when they feel overloaded. 

School Knowledge and Support 

The early college program is a visible feature of WHS. The program, however, is not intended to 

usurp the “primacy” of high school, according to the early college coordinator and the principal. 

Various respondents said that early college courses are integrated into the school’s career 

academies and pathways but do not conflict with high school courses or activities. High school 

courses and extracurricular activities are not discouraged, and the interview respondents did 

not suggest that teachers were anxious about their courses being displaced because of early 

college.  

WHS has an updated website with detailed information about early college. Early college is 

highlighted in school activities, notably college days when students who are taking classes wear 

college T-shirts. The only mention of nonsupport was by the principal who said some teachers 

were uneasy about ninth-grade students taking college courses.  

Recruitment and Target Population 

All WHS students who meet the college and/or community college admission requirements are 

eligible to take early college courses. The principal said, “For 3 years, we only offered it to 

juniors and seniors. Then we said, ‘Hey, wait a minute. If the freshmen come in and qualify for 

English 100, if our philosophy is opportunity, age shouldn’t be a discriminating factor.’”  
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Initially, the early college coordinator said faculty and administrators recruited students to 

participate in early college. However, he and several other respondents said, “Now the word is 

out.” Peer-to-peer recruiting is strong. Students said they tell their friends and younger siblings 

about the program and encourage them to participate. The program has been publicized in the 

media, and now families are applying for geographic exceptions so their high school-aged 

children can attend WHS and take early college courses.  

College going in general is promoted at WHS in tangible ways. On Mondays, faculty wear the T-

shirts of their alma mater, and early college students wear their LCC or UHWO T-shirts. The 

coordinator said students wear the T-shirts “as a badge of honor,” which is an important 

influence on other students, as are other tangible acknowledgements of the presence of the 

program, such as the high school graduation ceremony during which approximately one third of 

the graduating students are recognized for earning college credits.  

Recruitment of eighth-grade students is through the NJHS. These are the top achievers in their 

class and “really want to grab the opportunity to take college courses for free,” an early college 

team member said. The honor society is growing. The faculty advisor noted that other students 

see those with NJHS T-shirts and “they know that these kids are college bound and say, ‘I want 

to join that.’” As a result, the pool of eligible eighth-grade students has grown.  

Enrollment 
As the oldest early college program in the state, WHS and its college partners have worked out 

many of the logistical issues with the application and enrollment process. Like other high 

schools, WHS experiences some challenges with students and families not completing their 

applications, particularly not obtaining the required health clearances. The high school’s early 

college team offers a high level of support with the paperwork and online application process, 

as do the college partners. 

A unique aspect of WHS’s enrollment is that students are required to complete the UH 
system’s EdReady online courses before they take their placement tests. This is part of 

the enrollment process and is a measure of student commitment. It takes students 
23 hours to complete this course. 

UHWO has a specialist who supports early college enrollment in the three high schools UHWO 

has partnered with: WHS, Nānākuli, and Wai‘anae. His position is funded through grants other 

than Hawai‘i P-20, such as Title III and a GEAR-UP cohort grant. For all dual-credit programs, no 

matter the funding source, he processes transcripts and health records, makes sure students 
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meet course requirements, helps set up placement testing, and helps with registration and 

placement into courses.  

At LCC, early college program coordination is the responsibility of the LCC student services 

program officer. College partner respondents from both colleges said the WHS enrollment 

process goes very smoothly. “I've never run into any problems with Waipahu. It’s always been 

very good, very consistent. They know what they’re doing.” The LCC respondent said 

experience helps, and each problem provides an opportunity to develop a better approach for 

enrolling students: 

This coming term, I’m working with Waipahu, trying to make sure that we do not miss 

any paperwork. We’re actually developing a new system. We’re both signing off on 

things to ensure that everything is received and returned to each other. Then, like I said, 

there’s constant communication going back and forth between Waipahu High School 

and myself, just making sure that we’re on target with everything or that we have 

received all the forms and Waipahu is well aware of the status of their students’ 

applications as well. 

Students face more challenges in getting admitted to UHWO courses than LCC courses because 

UHWO has an admission requirement of a 2.7 GPA (LCC has an open admission policy) and an 

ACT score on record. This is an issue for high school freshmen and sophomores because they 

have not yet taken the ACT test.  

Course Schedule 

The early college courses are offered during the summer and after school. None are offered 

during the school day, and there is no plan to change that. During the school year, courses are 

after school Monday through Thursdays. WHS has two summer sessions, one beginning in late 

May and the other in late June. 

I won’t integrate this [early college] into the bell schedule because I want sacrifice. I 
want to prequalify my students. 

—WHS Early College Coordinator 

The coordinator’s message to students is that if they want this opportunity, they will have to 

work hard and sacrifice their afternoons. In other words, they must demonstrate their 

commitment. The coordinator said he has observed that students in schools that schedule early 

college courses during the school day act as though the courses are “just high school but dressed 

up.” He said students too easily “fall into that comfy couch they call high school expectations.” 
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The coordinator acknowledged that students may have to choose between early college and 

after-school leadership activities or sports. At the same time, students have options and can 

“step in, step out,” taking early college courses one semester and participating in other after 

school activities in another.  

Courses 
WHS offers 15 or more college courses each semester and several summer courses. According 

to the coordinator, the courses are “tightly nested” to help students get closer to an A.A. 

degree “in the most economical and expeditious way.” Course variety is limited, the 

coordinator said, because of budget factors and because “I like to simplify the pathway for a 

student by not giving much choice within each band of courses they need for the general 

education core.” For example, high school students have one oral communication course 

available to them, although students on the main college campus have several options. 

Course selection also considers student readiness. Courses include those that are appropriate 

for entry-level students who may have not considered college as part of their educational path 

as well as courses that are appropriate for middle and high-achieving students. The coordinator 

includes courses that reflect the ethnicity of the student population, such as Tagalog, Asian 

Studies, Pacific Worlds, Philippine Culture and History, and Hawaiian Studies. “I’ve even offered 

Samoan 101,” the coordinator said. He noted that those courses “feel comfortable and 

nonthreatening” for students and help build their confidence. In that way, they are “a launching 

pad” for many students new to the early college experience.  

Instructors 

The coordinator, in partnership with the college partners, selects the course instructors. The 

coordinator’s past as the LCC chancellor is an advantage. He said, “Because I was working at 

Leeward for 10 years, I know the teachers. I know the good ones. I know the dynamic ones. I 

know the ones that really understand the heart and the spirit of what we are trying to do in the 

expansion of the early college program, both here in the state and nationally.” 

I’m very careful about the teachers I bring in because I know the first impression that a 
student has, especially a student who is probably scared to death to go to high school, 
never mind take a college course . . . We need to make sure that their first introduction 
and first impression is positive. That is again the launching pad that catapults them into 

another class, and another class, and another class. 

—WHS Early College Coordinator 
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The focus group students were very enthusiastic about the instructors, enjoying their 

interactive instructional methods and the type of course experiences they would not get in a 

high school class. For example, students reported that they had participated in a college-level 

debate competition (and did well), observed family interactions at a restaurant in one of their 

classes, and worked on a research paper about how students may benefit from participation in 

early college.  

Instruction 

The early college coordinator and the principal said they are adamant that early college classes 

are as rigorous as the courses taught on campus. “I will not tolerate grade inflation,” the early 

college coordinator said. Similarly, the UHWO early college director commented, “First, of 

course, I meet with the instructor to see if they would be appropriate for the program. We 

want to maintain the rigor and the class curriculum the same as it would be offered at West 

O‘ahu. We also want the instructors to understand that they’re going to be teaching high school 

students.” 

Support for Students 

Early college students at WHS receive a high level of support because the coordinator “has 

been very proactive in terms of finding resources,” according to a college partner interview 

respondent. Another respondent said the high school has a “pretty comprehensive support 

service in that area, drawing from the postsecondary educational partners, as well as being 

resourceful in its own way.”  

Support includes tutors from the UH Mānoa campus as well as tutors from the UHWO campus. 

In some classes, mathematics being mentioned by the college partners, tutors sit in class with 

the students and, after class, students who have problems understanding the course material 

work with the tutors.  

The expectations for attendance and punctuality are high. The coordinator said he “made it 

clear” in the consent letter that parents sign and during the orientation sessions (scheduled at 

the beginning of each semester) that the principal or his designee (the coordinator) “has the 

right to pull you out of class if you’re constantly late, not doing your homework, or missing 

more than three classes.” He has students and parents sign a document that articulates this 

policy.  

The coordinator closely monitors attendance in each class. He or his assistant uses a QR code 

system (computerized system) to record attendance. The message is “You need to be in class. 

This is extremely important. I’m watching.” 
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The coordinator emphasized the importance of being available to the college instructors. He 

said by “popping into” classes, instructors know him, and he and the instructors have an 

opportunity for brief conversations about students who are having difficulties—for example, a 

student who missed class again because of medical problems. Conversations help the early 

college coordinator decide if any student should withdraw, if students are keeping up with their 

work, falling hopelessly behind, if a situation can be turned around, and what support a student 

might need. 

Several students in the focus group said it was important for them to have support from the 

early college coordinator and the high school counselor in balancing early college courses with 

their other interests and responsibilities. Some students are “entry-level” students, a term the 

coordinator uses to refer to students who may be less likely than others to consider college in 

their future. These students may require encouragement and academic support. Other early 

college students are very active; for example, they take AP courses and have one or more 

student leadership positions. A student said the coordinator and the counselor “help me pass 

the class or get what I need to get done . . . that is a big help.” The counselor said, “If they are 

feeling overloaded . . . maybe they need to talk to me about priorities, what is going on.” If 

students are having trouble managing the early college courses, they are provided help to 

withdraw early into the semester. As an example, some students took two intensive writing 

courses in the same semester and felt overwhelmed. The counselor said although the courses 

were required for their A.A. degree, she reminded them that taking both at the same time 

would be difficult for anyone. When the students went to the early college coordinator, he said, 

“That’s not a problem. You can schedule the other course in the fall of next year.” This, the 

counselor said, is what they opted to do. 

The coordinator does not discourage students who miss classes or have not completed 

homework from trying again. “I tell them, ‘Okay, sit out a semester. Whatever is interfering, 

please talk to your counselor . . . fix those. Deal with those. I want you to come back.’” 

Student Outcomes 

Figure C1 shows student outcomes for WHS early college students (N = 458) and matched 

comparison students (N = 277).40 The total sample of early college students consists of students 

with the following characteristics: 

• No dual credits in high school (n = 15) 

                                                      
40 WHS early college students were matched with nonparticipating students also attending WHS who were most similar to them 
on demographic characteristics and prep-program academic achievement. 
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• Between one and four dual credits in high school (n = 171) 

• Between five and eight dual credits in high school (n=122) 

• Between nine and 12 dual credits in high school (n = 70) 

• Thirteen or more dual credits in high school (n = 80) 

On all student outcomes of interest, WHS students outperformed matched comparison 

students.41 The gap was particularly notable for postsecondary outcomes, such as college 

course completion and persistence into the second year of college. Across the board, WHS 

students who had earned more dual credits in high school tended to have better outcomes. 

Figure C1. Outcomes for WHS Students 

 

 

                                                      
41 One exception is on-time graduation from high school. WHS early college and matched comparison students, regardless of 
dual credits earned, graduated at high rates—98–100%.  
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Student Benefits 

Nearly all the students who participated in the focus group were Olympians and had begun 

taking early college courses during the summer before their freshman year of high school. One 

student was not; she had recently transferred to the high school and, as a senior, expressed 

regret that she had not done so earlier. In describing the benefits related to academic 

performance, students referred to a research study with one of their college professors on the 

impact of early college. One student had graphs of the results, showing students who took early 

college classes had higher GPAs in their college campus courses than other students and 

demonstrated more persistence in terms of continuing their college education. Another found 

that early college does increase students’ grit and growth mind-set: “We found that it also 

makes them have more courage to enter college than before they even took early college.” 

A major theme among the focus group students was the confidence they gained from taking 

early college courses. This, students said, was because they could better manage their time and 

succeed in the courses. A student said, “Before you even take early college, you didn’t even 

know you could actually do this stuff and manage your time better. . . You didn’t really think 

that you could really achieve as much as you’re achieving now.” Most of the students said that 

participation in early college led them to set higher goals for themselves than they otherwise 

would have.  

Students also reported that they were clearer about their career direction, and, related to that, 

their individual strengths and preferences. In the focus group, this was a prominent theme, far 

more prominent than in focus groups in other high schools. The sharper clarity about future 

aspirations came about not just because of the classes but the related leadership opportunities 

provided through early college and the high school’s career academies. For example, students 

participated in a college debate competition and did well; a student was the ambassador for 
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her career academy; students referred to the research projects they have conducted; and 

others talked about the launch of a Rizalian Youth Council–Hawai‘i through one of their early 

college classes.  

One student said, “What I like about Waipahu is that we have different academies. We can 

really find ourselves with what we like and early college. We can see our strengths and all that.” 

Another student commented, “Originally, I wanted to be an engineer, which is why I was in the 

IET pathway, industrial engineering technology. However, after going to early college and 

getting to know the professors as well as the classes, I found out that I actually like teaching a 

lot. As a result, I want to be a professor myself in the area of social sciences, psychology, [or] 

sociology.” Another student said the experience of the debate competition led her to consider a 

career in law or politics. A fellow student who participated in the debate competition said she 

realized she had a “passion for sharing my voice and helping the world.”  

School Benefits 
The Olympian program has provided the incentive and opportunity for WHS, WIS, LCC, and 

UHWO to vertically align their career academy curricula. These efforts began with the UHWO 

Academy of Creative Media. Because of the vertically articulated pathway, students can be 

recruited for the academy in eighth grade, take 3 years of creative media courses at WHS, and 

then by their senior year, take UHWO’s more advanced creative media courses. UHWO said 

that is why it is crucial that UHWO be flexible on admission policies. Students would be 

groomed through the early college program. Similar initiatives in education and health sciences 

are in development.  

One advantage of the vertically aligned pathways is its potential to motivate students. Both the 

early college coordinator and the principal discussed the importance of students knowing they 

are on a path with a future, contrasting this with the confusion of students who do not know 

what will happen after high school. The early college program offers students who complete 

the curriculum the assurance that they will be accepted into University of Hawai‘i 4-year 

institutions.  

The idea is that students who have a clear purpose in high school and a pathway after 
high school are more likely to work harder and persevere because they know where they 

are going. 

—WHS Early College Coordinator 
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Both the principal and the early college coordinator said school culture has slowly improved as 

the program has grown. They mentioned data showing that since the beginning of the early 

college program, student suspensions have decreased. In addition, student survey results show 

the school environment has improved. The high school has embarked on efforts to establish 

higher expectations for students. For example, the coordinator said the message is clearer that 

students must be in class; if they miss more than five classes in any given quarter, the school 

policy is that they will not pass that class.  

The high school reputation also has improved because of early college, both the principal and 

early college coordinator said, as did the UHWO respondents. According to the principal, “Now 

we have [students] coming in from other schools . . . our own teachers are bringing their kids 

here. I bring my daughter to this high school. She loves it.”  

College Partner Benefits 

The perception that college partners may benefit from supporting early college has evolved. A 

college partner respondent said the college provided courses on the campus “because they 

asked.” However, this changed as the early college initiative grew.  

Our view of it really changed. We saw it as an opportunity to help not only more 

students get to college but also be successful in college. It was an opportunity for our 

college to become involved with students earlier and to help them develop both the 

academic and nonacademic skills that they needed to be successful in college, so that 

when they ended up on our campus, we had students who were positioned to be 

successful. That’s the reason that we do the work now. At the beginning, it was more 

because schools asked us to. 

Another college partner said that WHS students now represent 12% of UHWO incoming 

freshmen, and they have higher retention rates and higher GPAs than other incoming 

freshmen. He said, even though the A.A. degrees are offered through LCC, with UHWO offering 

courses to supplement the LCC courses, “we are hoping that they look to UHWO as a possible 

choice for their 4-year degree.” 

Sustaining Early College 

Legislative funding for the HIDOE to support early college programming will support nearly all 

WHS’s early college courses as of spring 2018, when WHS plans to offer 20 courses with all but 

three funded by state funding. The growth of early college and the A.A. degree options have 

presented additional needs for WHS, including having embedded tutors or supplemental 

instructors in the content area; additional staffing for program operations; and physical spaces 
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for early college classes and related activities, such as counseling, study halls, study groups, and 

orientations. 

Applicable Strategies  

Although the WHS program may not be replicable in its entirety on other high school campuses 

in Hawai‘i, several strategies and approaches of WHS that respondents considered important 

are possible to replicate because they do not depend on specific geographic, demographic, or 

funding circumstances. 

• Messaging. The messaging of WHS about early college emphasizes both the opportunity 

provided to students and the expectation of commitment. The messaging has been 

reinforced through WHS policies and expectations and by providing students with 

opportunities to read about and discuss concepts such as grit and growth mind-set. The 

WHS interviews across different groups show consistency in messaging. Also, the students 

who participated in focus groups—though only a few of many students—conveyed that this 

messaging had reached them. 

• Setting and Enforcing High Expectations. WHS has high expectations for students in terms 

of academic behavior. The expectations are articulated in letters to parents and discussions 

with students. The early college coordinator or assistant takes daily attendance in the early 

college courses. The coordinator is available to course instructors and learns whether the 

instructors have any concerns about student performance. He also talks to students who 

are late or have not regularly attended classes to determine if they need support or if they 

should withdraw from a course until they are more able to fully participate. 

• Providing Support. High expectations are balanced by high levels of support and guidance. 

Students are offered academic help—through different people and programs—as well as 

social and emotional support for personal issues that affect their academic performance. 

The support comes from different sources, indicating a system of support versus support by 

a single early college advocate.  

• Developing Strong Partnerships. The WHS program is marked by strong partnerships within 

the school, particularly between the principal and the early college coordinator, 

partnerships between the high school and its college partners, and partnerships with its 

feeder school (the nearby WIS). A college partner said the partnerships, particularly those 

within the high school, are essential for a strong and thriving program.  

• Scheduling. WHS was one of the few schools that prefers all its early college courses to be 

scheduled after school or during the summer months. Not all the early college programs 

that were included in the study offered or wanted to offer early college courses after 
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school. Some had changed their daily bell schedule so that early college courses could be 

offered during the regular school day, which was considered more convenient for students, 

particularly those with transportation difficulties. The reasons for WHS favoring an 

afterschool schedule are worth considering by other schools, no matter how they decide to 

schedule the courses.  

• Limiting Course Choice. Although WHS offers many early college courses, the courses are 

limited in scope and do not represent the full range of courses available to students who 

take college courses on campus. Limiting the courses is more efficient for the school and 

less confusing and daunting for students. 

 



  

LOCATIONS  

Domestic: Washington, DC (HQ) | Monterey, Sacramento, and San Mateo, CA | Atlanta, GA | Honolulu, HI | Chicago and Naperville, IL 

Indianapolis, IN | Metairie, LA | Waltham, MA | Frederick and Rockville, MD | Chapel Hill, NC | New York, NY | Columbus, OH | Cayce, SC 

Austin, TX | Reston, VA 

International: El Salvador | Ethiopia | Haiti | Honduras | Zambia 

4328_04/18 

 

 

 

Established in 1946, the American Institutes for  

Research (AIR) is an independent, nonpartisan,  

not-for-profit organization that conducts behavioral 

and social science research on important social 

issues and delivers technical assistance, both 

domestically and internationally, in the areas of 

education, health, and workforce productivity. 

MAKING RESEARCH RELEVANT 

AMERICAN INSTITUTES FOR RESEARCH 

1000 Thomas Jefferson Street NW 

Washington, DC 20007-3835  |  202.403.5000 

www.air.org 

 


