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Success without Selection
Identifying district high schools 
that help underserved students 
enroll and persist in college



Most research into student achievement reveals a troubling truth: high performance is 
all too often highly correlated with demographics. Put simply, schools with more affluent 
families, fewer students receiving free or reduced-price lunch, and fewer students 
from underserved minority groups tend to perform higher on all measures of student 
achievement. 

But demography isn’t necessarily destiny. We know that there are schools across the nation 
that are successful at preparing all students — regardless of income, race, or ethnicity 
— for college and for life. GreatSchools.org created the College Success Awards (CSA) in 
2018 to identify high schools that are helping students succeed in college based on newly 
available data on preparation, enrollment, persistence, and remediation. The following year, 
we revised our methodology to better highlight the high schools successfully preparing 
students from low-income backgrounds to get into — and persist in — college. 

Nearly 4 in 10 of the 1,722 College Success Award winners in 2019 have low-income student 
populations of 40 percent or more. Many of these winning schools are selective — early 
college schools, gifted programs, charter schools with entrance requirements, and magnet 
programs with minimum GPAs and other qualifications. But not all of the winners handpick 
their students. Across the country, we used newly disaggregated data to identify open-
admissions public high schools that are particularly successful at helping their students 
from low-income families not only graduate, but also enroll in college and succeed when 
they get there.

This paper highlights the reality that in states across the country, public high schools 
can — and do — help students from all backgrounds succeed. It also outlines practices 
that the leaders of these schools believe contribute to their success at supporting their 
disadvantaged students.

ABOUT THIS SERIES 
This paper is part of a series of reports which identify promising practices among high schools 
and districts based on findings from GreatSchools.org’s 2019 College Success Awards. 

INTRODUCTION

COLLEGE SUCCESS AWARDS INSIGHTS 2020 
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SUPPORTING STUDENTS’  
COLLEGE SUCCESS 
Much has been written about the importance of 
ensuring that more high school students go on to 
postsecondary education — a four-year or two-year 
degree, or a credential with value in the workforce. 
Currently, more than half of all jobs require some 
postsecondary education, and that number is 
expected to rise. Yet fewer than one-quarter of high 
school graduates ultimately receive a college degree.1

The College Success Awards recognize and 
celebrate schools that excel in preparing students 
for postsecondary success. The 2019 College 
Success Awards examined data from more than 
8,100 high schools in 25 states to identify which 
ones were preparing their students for college, 
based on preparation, enrollment, persistence, and 
remediation data provided by the states.  These 
data tell us whether students enroll in college, are 
ready for college-level coursework, and/or move on 
to their second year. Our methodology was revised 
from the previous year to place greater emphasis 
on the schools doing an exceptional job of preparing 
students from low-income families for success (see 
Appendix). Just over one in five — 21 percent — of 
the eligible high schools ultimately qualified for the 
CSA award. 

While the 2019 CSA award metrics, like virtually 
all measures of student performance, are still tilted 
toward schools with higher proportions of students 
from more affluent families, 39 percent had at least 
40 percent of their student populations qualified 
for free and reduced-price lunch. Among these 
winners that serve high percentages of students 
from low-income families are schools that have 

advantages that other public high schools do not.  
Many of the winning charter schools primarily admit 
students from K-8 feeder schools that teach rigorous 
academics from an earlier age. Likewise, many of the 
winning traditional district schools (including many 
that serve large numbers of low-income students) 
have explicitly selective criteria, such as magnet 
schools requiring students to have a specific GPA to 
apply or gifted programs that draw applicants from a 
large geographical region. 

We wanted to dig deeper to determine which public 
high schools with no selection criteria — that is, the 
schools that admit any and all students from their 
district, regardless of prior academic performance 
or access to rigorous feeder schools — excel at 
helping students succeed. Focusing on the outcomes 
of students from low-income families is particularly 
important, because nationally only 2 percent are 
considered college and career ready, and only 26 
percent earn a college degree within six years. 2

Of the 25 states that provided GreatSchools.org 
with school-level data on college preparation, 
college enrollment, and college performance, 11 
also provided additional disaggregated data on 
measurements of college success for students from 
low-income families that allowed us to track these 
students’ performance into and through college.

In those 11 states that tracked students from low-
income families through college, we identified 
traditional public high schools without selective 
entrance requirements. We then analyzed 
performance data to determine whether the school’s 
students from low-income families were: 

• Outperforming state averages in college 
enrollment for all students.

1 Center for American Progress, “College For All: Strengthening Our Economy Through College For All” Feb. 19, 2015. College 
matriculation rate for high school graduates is 65.9% (National Center for Education Statistics, https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.
asp?id=51) and college completion rate is 52.9% (National Student Clearinghouse, https://nscresearchcenter.org/signaturereport10-
statesupplement/).
2 Pell institute, “Indicators of Higher Education Inequity in the United States,” 2018, https://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/high_school_
and_beyond/COE-18-Pell-Indicators-f.pdf
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• Outperforming state averages in college 
persistence for all students.

• Performing at rates no lower than 10 percent 
of the average performance of all students at 
the high school. This is particularly important 
to ensure that the performance of smaller 
subgroups of students from low-income families 
is not skewed by the overall results in schools 
with high overall performance levels.

We found 132 high schools that met these criteria 
in those 11 states (see Table 1, below). While these 
schools vary dramatically — urban, suburban, rural 
— each has helped its students from low-income 
families not just graduate from high school, but 
also enroll in college and succeed once they get 
there. Their success with students from low-income 
backgrounds highlights that it is possible for schools 
to prepare students from all backgrounds to succeed 
in college and life. In the section that follows, we take 
a closer look at six of these schools for insights into 
how they did so.

WHAT WE LEARNED 
To better understand how these schools 
outperformed their peers in preparing students from 
low-income families for success in college and life, 
GreatSchools.org administered a survey3 focusing 
on school culture, college preparation, and college 
admissions support. Responses from leaders in six of 
the schools provide insights into some of the high-
leverage practices that have helped them help their 
students succeed. Among them:

RESPONDENTS OF CSA SURVEY:

Dacula High School 
Dacula, Georgia
Number of students: 2,075
44% free and reduced-price lunch
Principal Bryan Long

Collins Hill High School
Suwanee, Georgia
Number of students: 3,175
39% free and reduced-price lunch
Principal Kerensa Wing 

Highland High School
Highland, Indiana
Number of students: 1,103
32% free and reduced-price lunch
Principal Patrick Weil

St. James High School
Vacherie, Louisiana
Number of students: 655
82% free and reduced-price lunch
Principal Michael Kennedy
 
Wayne Valley High School
Wayne, New Jersey
Number of students: 1,337
10% free and reduced-price lunch
Principal Kenneth J. Palczweski

3 Increasing Outcomes for Low-Income Students, February 2020.

Outperforming non-selective high 
school for low-income students:

State:      Number of schools:
CT   12
GA   13
IN   7
KY   6
LA   18
MA   6
MI   3
MS   23
ND   2
NE   20
NJ   22

TABLE 1
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Sterlington High School
Monroe, Louisiana
Number of students: 462
31% free and reduced-price lunch
Principal Jason Thompson

AN EMPHASIS ON CULTURE 

A considerable research base has drawn connections 
between school culture and positive outcomes for 
students, with school leaders playing an outsized role 
in shaping that culture.4 Principal Michael Kennedy 
shares that the most significant changes at St. James 
High School under his leadership have involved 
improving the overall climate at the Louisiana school.

“We built relationships between students, faculty, 
and families,” writes Principal Kennedy. “Faculty 
and staff have worked hard to achieve a culture of 
success.”

At Wayne Valley High School in New Jersey, Principal 
Kenneth J. Palczweski credits an emphasis on 
“wellness and mindfulness” across all subjects and 
grade levels as one of the keys to the school’s success. 

“Our emphasis on wellness and mindfulness has 
created a more conducive learning environment, 
which has led to few discipline concerns and 
increased engagement,” he writes. To that end, 
Highland High School in Indiana is “beginning to 
teach social-emotional learning and soft skills more 
intentionally” and focuses on inclusive classroom 
practices, according to Principal Patrick Weil. 

School leaders add that culture extends beyond the 
classroom. Ninety percent of Wayne Valley High 
School students are involved in extracurricular 
activities ranging from fine and performing arts and 
athletics to culinary competitions, math and science 
leagues, marching band, and an auto club. 

Extracurriculars are an essential part of creating a 
school culture where all students succeed, according 
to St. James’ Principal Kennedy. “We have expanded 
our extracurricular activities to involve as many 
students as possible in school-related athletics, clubs, 
artistic endeavors, etc. to build a positive school 
community,” he responds. “We also provide free 
busing and a snack (through a grant) for all students 
who stay after school for any activities.”

SYSTEMS TO TRACK AND SUPPORT 
STRUGGLING STUDENTS
Many schools and districts have created systems 
to track student progress through high school and 
intervene as needed to keep them on track for 
graduation.5 All six school leaders who participated 
in this report created or supported formal and 
informal systems to do just that.

“We have a small school, and we know all our 
students. Because of this fact, students do not fall 
through the cracks,” responds Jason Thompson, 
principal of Sterlington High School in Monroe, 
Louisiana. “If students struggle, there are supports 
in place. Those supports may be inside or outside 
the classroom, and those supports may come 
from teachers, other students, counselors, or 
administrators.”

Principals described creating teams of administrators 

4 For example, Hallinger & Heck, 1998.
5 For example, New Visions for Public schools used real-time data to create clear metrics that track student progress;  see 
https://eric.ed.gov/?q=progress+to+graduation&id=ED541352.

“Our emphasis on wellness 
and mindfulness has created 
a more conducive learning 
environment, which has led 
to few discipline concerns and 
increased engagement.”  

— Kenneth J. Palczweski, Principal 
     Wayne Valley High School, NJ
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— assistant principals, counselors,  advisory teachers 
— responsible for tracking a certain subset of 
students and reaching out to them directly when they 
are in danger of falling behind. At Dacula High School 
in Georgia, for example, each student is assigned to 
one of four administrative teams, based on their last 
name. “They take ownership over their portion of 
the students, particularly the seniors,” adds Principal 
Bryan Long.

Supporting incoming students from middle school 
also is an important part of identifying and supporting 
students at risk of falling behind. Highland High 
School has a transition counselor focused on 
supporting incoming high school freshmen. At Collins 
Hill High School in Georgia, each student receives a 
four-year plan and a team tracks their performance. 
“We send individualized invitations to students 
needing to make up credits,” writes principal Kerensa 
Wing, who was named the 2020 National Principal 
of the Year6 by the National Association of Secondary 
School Principals (NASSP). 

Interventions cited by participating principals 
include credit recovery, summer school, and 
additional classes, often offered online or in blended 
environments.  At St. James High School, students not 
completing the required number of courses each year 
are put on a plan featuring virtual classes “to allow 
students to catch up with their graduation cohort if 
needed,” reports Principal Kennedy. At-risk students 
at Highland High School in Indiana participate in the 
Pathfinder Academy program, which carries over 
from a similar program in middle school and provides 
self-paced online instruction to help students earn 
credits and stay on track for graduation. 

Another key has been scheduling remediation and 
makeup options for struggling students during the 
school day — not at times when students have to 
return to school after a full day of classes, according to 
school leaders. 

Other strategies include helping staff identify 
students who need additional support to stay on 
track. Sterlington High School, for example, offered 
training for faculty and counselors to help them 
better identify students with disabilities and learning 
differences and refer them for services. 

Not all support systems are led by administrators 
and teachers. At Sterlington High School, a key 
feature of a peer tutoring system has “senior 
students go into classrooms and help those who are 
struggling,” Thompson reports.

RETHINKING TYPICAL HIGH SCHOOL 
COURSE PLACEMENT

High expectations for all students is a commonly 
articulated element of many schools’ culture, and 
research suggests students encouraged to take 
challenging math and science courses, for example, 
are more likely to express interest in pursuing STEM 
careers.7  But survey respondents stressed the 
importance of translating those expectations into 
practice by allowing all students to take challenging 
classes. “We dropped class rank to encourage 
students from all socioeconomic levels to take 
rigorous classes to prepare them for college or other 
post-graduate programs,” responds Highland High 
School’s Principal Weil.

To that end, when Highland High School introduced 
AP and dual-credit courses offered through Indiana 
University, they were offered to all students. In 
similar fashion, Dacula High School in Georgia has 
gifted, honors, and college prep tracks — but doesn’t 
place students into rigid tracks. 

“A student can be in honors for one class and college 
prep for another,” writes Principal Long. “They can 
also move up or down based on how they’re doing.”

Several responding principals characterized once-
rigid tracking practices as now being “loose.” As 

6 https://www.nassp.org/recognition/principal-of-the-year/national-principal-of-the-year-winners/2020-national-principal-of-the-year/
7 Sadler, Sonnert, Hazari, and Tai (2014). Retrieved from https://eric.ed.gov/?q=high+school+course+placement&id=EJ1034751.

https://eric.ed.gov/?q=high+school+course+placement&id=EJ1034751


8 See, for example, the Council of Chief State School Officers 2018 research on policies involving identifying high-value postsecondary
credentials, available at https://ccsso.org/sites/default/files/2018-10/Credential_Currency_report.pdf. 
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Sterlington High School’s Principal Thompson puts 
it, “while we do have specific tracks for students, 
students are encouraged to take the most rigorous 
classes available. If a student is good in math, they 
may take honors math, but regular English.”

Culture comes into play in supporting all students 
in rigorous classes. At Collins Hill High School, for 
example, teachers and students are continuously 
reminded of the importance of a growth mindset 
to “challenge students to stretch themselves 
academically,” Principal Wing comments. 

TECHNOLOGY AS A TOOL FOR EQUITY
Even before the coronavirus pandemic precipitated a 
rapid shift to distance learning in spring 2020, several 
school leaders pointed to their use of 1:1 technology 
— laptops and other devices issued to each student — 
as a way of ensuring equal access to online services.  

“We eliminate barriers to learning due to economic 
status as a 1-to-1 school,” explains Principal 
Palczweski, whose school provides each student with 
a Chromebook. “Additionally, if needed, we provide 
internet access at home. We believe this provides 
access to learning that some disadvantaged students 
may not have.” 

Technology also opens the door to more effective 
formative assessment by allowing teachers to track 
trends and which students are mastering specific 
standards in real time to address the areas where 
individual students struggle. At Dacula High School, 
for example, technology has allowed daily formative 
assessments to drive differentiated instruction. “We 
execute this vision at a high level and maximize 
student growth,” reports Principal Long.

AN EMPHASIS ON MULTIPLE PATHWAYS 
TO SUCCESS
While the CSA awards focus on college success, 
many states are encouraging the creation of multiple 

pathways that ensure that greater numbers of 
high school graduates ultimately go on to hold 
postsecondary credentials — whether a two- or four-
year college degree or a workforce credential based 
on career training or other programs.8

Survey respondents detailed their efforts to create 
pathways that prepare students to pursue a wide 
range of postsecondary options. For example, Wayne 
Valley High School in New Jersey has focused on 
increasing both Advanced Placement (AP) and career 
and technical education (CTE) offerings in recent 
years, reports Palczweski. 

Principals detailed efforts to encourage students to 
set their sights on college. Collins Hill High School, 
for example, holds an “apply to college” day on 
campus and has the local technical college offer 
career counseling on campus. Highland High School 
holds college and financial aid nights during which 
the staff helps parents complete the Free Application 
for Federal Student aid (FAFSA) for financial aid. In 
similar fashion, Dacula High School has a dedicated 
room staffed by a college and career specialist to help 
students identify colleges and apply to them. Dacula’s 
principal reports that supporting students’ college 
going begins even earlier, with counselors working 
to encourage dual-enrollment courses that provide 
exposure to college before finishing high school.

At the same time that they offer advanced courses to 
prepare students for college, participating principals 
described their efforts to create meaningful career 
pathways. Dacula High School, for example, offers 
a broad range of courses in its career and technical 
education department, including engineering, 
business and finance, web design, Junior RTOC, 
culinary arts, video broadcast journalism, marketing, 
education, and most recently, the high-demand 
mechatronics field.

Several schools draw from partnerships with other 
organizations to bolster pathways for students’ 
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college and careers. Highland High School uses 
curriculum from Project Lead the Way for pathways 
in engineering, biomedical, business, early childhood 
development, and music/theater. St. James High 
School offers students pathways through the 
state’s TOPS University pathway, which provides 
coursework to prepare them for Louisiana’s four-year 
universities, as well as pathways geared towards 
the state’s two-year colleges and technical training 
programs. 

CONCLUSION
While each of the six schools profiled in the section 
above have made exceptional strides in preparing 
their students from low-income families for future 
success, what’s striking is that with few exceptions, 
the interventions and strategies their principals 
describe apply to all students. While career and 
technical training courses, for example, are frequently 
introduced as an intervention for at-risk and students 
from low-income backgrounds, school leaders who 
participated in the survey stressed the importance 
of ensuring that all kinds of advanced classes that 
prepare students for success in college and life should 
be available to every student.

Another key finding has been made all the more 
resonant by recent events. The coronavirus outbreak 
has revealed in stark terms the extent to which 
students have unequal access to computers and the 
Internet outside of school. Leaders from participating 
schools stressed the importance of 1:1 technology 
initiatives as an equity measure before the outbreak; 
now as schools face a future in which blended 
learning models will likely persist beyond social 
distancing measures, they will become essential.

Finally, we believe the 132 schools identified through 
our research represent only the tip of the iceberg, 
in large part because only 11 states disaggregate 
student performance data in ways that allow us — 
and them — to track the performance of students 
from low-income families beyond high school and 
into college and, eventually, careers. The only way 

to understand where equity gaps persist and where 
schools like the ones profiled in this report are 
succeeding in supporting disadvantaged populations 
is for all states to break down data by student group, 
including race and income level.

Throughout the nation, schools and their leaders are 
proving that demography doesn’t need to be destiny 
for disadvantaged students. It is our hope that a better 
understanding of the practices successful schools use 
to support these students will help improve the lives 
of every student, our economy, and our country as a 
whole.

APPENDIX: CSA METHODOLOGY 
AND LIMITATIONS

BACKGROUND
The objective of the College Success Awards is to 
recognize and celebrate public high schools that are 
successfully preparing students to succeed in college. 
Award winners are determined by a methodology that 
evaluates school-level data on college preparation, 
college enrollment, and college performance.

STATES INCLUDED
After a national data collection effort, GreatSchools.
org collected sufficient data to calculate the award in 
25 states: Arkansas, Colorado, Connecticut, Florida, 
Georgia, Hawaii, Idaho, Indiana, Kentucky, Louisiana, 
Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, Mississippi, 
Missouri, Montana, Nebraska, New Jersey, North 
Carolina, North Dakota, Ohio, Oklahoma, Texas, 
Vermont, and Wyoming.

Eleven of the states where schools are eligible for a 
2019 College Success Award provided additional data 
on measurements of college success for students from 
low-income families, which allowed GreatSchools.
org to review the schools’ college-success efforts 
with a greater lens on equity. The states providing 
this additional data for students receiving free and 
reduced-price lunch are Connecticut, Georgia, Indiana, 
Kentucky, Louisiana, Massachusetts, Michigan, 
Mississippi, Nebraska, New Jersey, and North Dakota. 
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For more information about state-by-state eligibility 
rates, see Appendix A on the GreatSchools.org 
website.

DATA INCLUDED
Award winners are determined by calculating a 
school-level score and applying a threshold to 
delineate which schools receive an award and which 
do not. This school-level score is comprised of three 
components:

1. The College Preparation component includes 
the percent of students from a 4-year cohort 
who graduate from high school, the SAT or ACT 
participation rate, and the average performance 
on the SAT or ACT.

2. The College Enrollment component includes 
school-level metrics that vary by state. Some 
states report this data as “Percent Enrolled in 
College Immediately Following High School,” 
others as “Percent enrolled in any institution 
of higher learning in the last 0-16 months,” or 
“Graduating seniors pursuing either a 2-year or 
4-year college/university.”

3. The College Performance component includes 
remediation and persistence metrics, which also 
vary in availability by state. The remediation 
metric is “Percent of students needing 
remediation for college” and is sometimes 
disaggregated by subject. The persistence metric 
is “Percent enrolled in college and returned for a 
second year.”

DATA LIMITATIONS
There are three principal limitations to the data:

1. College enrollment and persistence data do not 
take into account institution quality, thus college 
preparation data is included as a proxy for 
quality.

2. In some states, data are not disaggregated by 
student groups, so results may not be equally 
distributed across groups. When disaggregated 
student data is provided by states, we calculate 

college success metrics for students receiving free 
and reduced-price lunches (FRL student group) 
and incorporate this data for students from low-
income families into the methodology.

3. Data are “point in time” data, not longitudinal 
data, so results will not necessarily isolate the 
value added by the school from any out-of-school 
factors that may be influencing performance.

AWARDS CALCULATION METHODOLOGY
Initial score calculation methods 
First, each of the inputs available for a particular 
school is standardized. To do this, the school’s 
position in the statewide distribution for each metric 
is calculated as a percentile.

Some states mandate that a specific college entrance 
exam is taken by all high school graduates. In these 
states, if data for multiple college entrance exams 
is obtained, only the data for the mandated exam is 
used. In states that do not require a specific exam to 
be taken, and there is data for more than one college 
entrance exam available, the data for the exam with 
the higher participation rate statewide is used. If 
participation rates are not available, the exam on 
which the school’s students performed better is used.

Within each component, we calculate an average 
of the percentiles of the available metrics, 
resulting in a score for each of the three categories 
(College Preparation, College Enrollment, College 
Performance) for each school. This approach ensures 
that we give equal weight to all three components 
in the final school-level score. For schools with no 
available data in one of the metrics, the average 
across the other metrics is taken. For example, if 
a school does not have graduation data, then the 
College Preparation component’s average percentile 
is based only on College Entrance Exam Performance 
and Participation data.

The last step in calculating the single school-level 
score is to calculate the average of the subscores 
of the three components. To limit the advantage of 
missing data, schools that do not have data in all three 

https://www.greatschools.org/gk/csa-methodology/#appendix_a
https://www.greatschools.org/gk/csa-methodology/#appendix_a
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categories are considered ineligible for the award. 
Once these schools are removed, the eligible schools 
in each state receive a single school-level score 
calculated from the three components. We adjust 
the single school-level score to account for student 
income levels during the subsequent equity-focused 
score adjustments.

Equity-focused score adjustments
To ensure that GreatSchools.org’s 2019 College 
Success Awards recognize success through different 
lenses, including equity, we revised the 2019 College 
Success Award methodology to identify schools that 
are “beating the odds” by better serving students 
from low-income families who might otherwise not be 
prepared for or attending college. Our equity-focused 
methodology includes: 1) adjusting a school’s single 
school-level score based on how the school performs 
relative to expected levels based on their low-income 
student enrollment to create a final College Success 
Award score for each school; 2) assigning awards to 
the top 20 percent of schools based on those scores; 
and 3) calculating the school-level scores for students 
from low-income families in the 11 states where low-
income student group data is made available. Schools 
in the top 25 percent for students from low-income 
backgrounds statewide (whether or not the school 
was previously awarded) are included; schools in 
the bottom 50 percent for students from low-income 
families statewide (even if the school was previously 
awarded) are disqualified.

We adjusted the average College Success Award 
scores to boost the rankings of schools that are better 
serving students from low-income families. We 
estimated how well a school would do by exploring 
the relationship between average school-level scores 
and student income levels and awarded schools credit 
for doing better than predicted. After calculating 
the adjusted scores for each school, we awarded the 
top 20 percent of schools based on this final College 
Success Award score.

Finally, for states providing low-income student 
group data, we applied thresholds based on the 
performance of students from low-income families 

at each school. Using the same methods as for initial 
overall College Success Award scores, we calculated 
College Success Award scores for students from 
low-income backgrounds (defined as those enrolled 
in Free and Reduced-price Lunch programs) in the 
11 states that provided student group performance 
data. We adjusted the award assignments in these 
states based on low-income performance thresholds 
of 50 percent for low scores and 75 percent for high 
scores. For schools earning initial awards based on 
adjusted scores, schools retained the award if low-
income student group performance is in the top half 
of scores for students from low-income backgrounds 
in that state. If the low-income group performs in the 
bottom half, then the award is removed. For schools 
not earning awards in the initial steps, if low-income 
students at a school perform better than 75 percent 
of the low-income students at other schools in the 
state, the school earns the final College Success 
Award. Award assignments are not altered by these 
methods for schools in states where low-income 
student group performance data are not available. 
All schools earning awards after the equity-focused 
methodology is applied are the final College Success 
Award winners.

A visual of the methodology




