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LETTER TO THE SUPERINTENDENT AND SCHOOL BOARD 
MEMBERS OF ALEXANDRIA CITY PUBLIC SCHOOLS

Dear Superintendent Perry and Members of the School Board:

We are students of the Alexandria City Public Schools system (ACPS) and education 
advocates who are concerned that many students – particularly those who are Black or 
Latino, and immigrants of all races – are not receiving a high-quality education within 
ACPS.  Barriers students face include:
 
• Limited preparation for college;
• Academic tracking of students of color into low-level courses; 
• Low expectations of students by school staff  that result in students feeling  
   discouraged, unmotivated, and unprepared for college;
• Lack of support for struggling students, and even encouraging some to drop out;
• English as a Second Language (ESL) classes that do not adequately prepare students  
   to graduate high school and attend college;
• Limited access to Advanced Placement (AP) and Honors classes; and 
• Unjust discipline policies that push students out of school.
 
These “opportunity gaps” have created a persistent achievement gap, exemplified by the 
fact that in 2006, when compared to the rest of the Commonwealth of Virginia, Black, 
Latino, disabled, low-income, and English language learners in ACPS all scored lower 
than the state average on the Standards of Learning exams (SOLs).  Only White students in 
ACPS out-performed their peers across Virginia.

In an effort to understand fully the struggles students experience in ACPS and to craft 
potential solutions, we developed a survey to measure student views about school climate, 
academic achievement, and college preparation at T.C. Williams High School, the only 
high school within ACPS. OBSTACLES TO OPPORTUNITY: ALEXANDRIA, VIRGINIA 
STUDENTS SPEAK OUT presents the results of this survey and other complementary 
research completed over the last year.  

The results of this research led us to a disturbing conclusion: ACPS has effectively created 
two education tracks: an exclusive, privileged track, in which a small number of students 
are actively prepared for academic success; and a mainstream, unprivileged track, in 
which the majority of students are not expected to excel and receive little support or 
opportunity to pursue their academic goals.  Perhaps even more disconcerting is that 
the tracks are racially identifiable, with White students comprising the majority of the 
privileged track, and students of color representing the majority of the unprivileged track.

The seriousness of these issues necessitates immediate action from ACPS.  We encourage 
you to examine the research presented, to listen carefully to the voices of students, 
and to use this report as a catalyst for an education reform campaign at T.C. Williams 
and throughout ACPS, in collaboration with students, parents, teachers, counselors, 
administrators, and education advocates.  
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We look forward to a productive dialogue and working with you to create a school district 
that will offer educational opportunities of the highest quality to all ACPS students.  

Advancement Project
Alexandria United Teens, a project of Tenants and Workers United 
Tony Roshan Samara, Assistant Professor of Sociology at George Mason University



�

Obstacles To Opportunity: Alexandria, Virginia Students Speak Out

CONTENTS

Executive Summary										          1

Introduction											           9

College Preparation										         11

Reducing Dropouts and Pushouts								        23

Conclusion and Recommendations							       35

About Us											           38

Acknowledgments										          39

Endnotes											           40

Appendix A											           44		
								      
Appendix B											           50 		
	



�

Obstacles To Opportunity: Alexandria, Virginia Students Speak Out

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Alexandria City Public Schools (ACPS) is a racially diverse, well-funded school district 
located just outside Washington, DC in Alexandria, Virginia.   Although the city’s 
population is mostly White, the ACPS student population is predominantly Black and 
Latino.  T.C. Williams High School, the only high school within ACPS, is an example of 
the school system’s racial diversity, which can be traced back to 1971, when the city’s 
two predominantly Black high schools merged with T.C. Williams in an attempt to comply 
with Brown v. Board of Education and other school desegregation cases. Like many 
formerly segregated school districts during that time, this change was met with resistance.  
Many believe that the success of the T.C. Williams football team caused relationships to 
form across racial lines and eventually led to the elimination of racial strife within the 
school – a touching story that is depicted in the movie Remember the Titans.  

Today, while the district is rich in diversity and resources, it has not translated these assets 
into high rates of academic success, particularly for students of color.  In an effort to gain 
a better understanding of the dynamics causing ACPS’s low graduation rates – and even 
lower rate of students who graduate prepared for college – a survey was developed and 
distributed to T.C. Williams students.  This report presents the results of this survey and 
other research completed over the last year, and finds that ACPS operates a “two-track” 
school system – one is a college preparatory track that is available to mostly middle-class 
White students, and the other is a low-level track that is reserved for mostly poor students 
of color.  
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COLLEGE PREPARATION

Nationwide, there is a relatively widespread belief among school personnel and the 
general public that many young people have no aspiration toward higher education.  The 
education offered to students in grades K-12 often reflects those low expectations, as many 
students find they are “tracked” not for higher education, but rather for post-high school 
employment, dropping out of school, or worse. For that reason, the survey asked students 
about their own plans for the future.

Curriculum

The survey results indicate that nearly all T.C. Williams students, of all races and 
academic levels, plan to attend college.  However, evidence suggests that ACPS is failing 
to provide its students with the preparation needed to meet these goals.    

• A crucial component of graduating students who are prepared for college is ensuring  
   that they take high-level courses in high school.  Virginia colleges and universities  
   prefer applicants who are recipients of Advanced Studies diplomas, and who have taken  
   Advanced Placement (AP) and Honors courses.

• However, the rate at which T.C. Williams students graduate with Advanced Studies  
   diplomas is much lower than its neighboring districts, Fairfax County Public Schools  
   (Fairfax) and Arlington Public Schools (Arlington).  It is also much lower than the  
   Commonwealth of Virginia overall.

• T.C. Williams also has a much lower percentage of students taking AP courses than its  
   neighboring districts.

These figures indicate that ACPS is graduating a much lower percentage of “college-
ready” students than its neighboring districts and the Commonwealth overall.   Especially 
troubling is that ACPS’s performance in preparing students for college is divided along 
racial lines.  

• The rate at which ACPS graduated its White students with Advanced Studies diplomas  
   was over six times higher than the rate for Black students and over four times higher than  
   the rate for Latino students.

• While ACPS does just as well or better than its neighboring districts and the  
   Commonwealth with respect to White students, is has much less success than its  
   counterparts in graduating Black and Latino students with Advanced Studies diplomas.  

• T.C. Williams also has dramatic racial disparities in its AP and Honors enrollment.  
 
This data indicates that while ACPS has the resources to help its students succeed, students 
of color benefit from those resources less than in other communities, and ACPS’s relatively 
low rate of graduating students who are “college-ready” is entirely attributable to its failure 
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with respect to Black and Latino students.

The low rates of college preparation for Black and Latino students can be traced in part 
to how ACPS structures its academic program, and the emphasis placed on the Talented 
and Gifted Program (TAG).  The TAG program in ACPS is exclusive and also racially 
unrepresentative of the overall student population, with Black and Latino students again 
being dramatically underrepresented.  Yet the ACPS curriculum is structured so that the 
chances of a child receiving a college preparatory education are dictated by whether he 
or she is selected for the TAG program by the time they reach 6th grade. Thus, in a district 
in which the students are majority Black and Latino, only a small number of mostly White 
students are positioned starting in elementary school to benefit from the primary college 
preparatory track.  

While ACPS prepares proportionately fewer students for college-level coursework, the 
survey results suggest that students want more rigorous academic opportunities.    

• Over half of all respondents said they wanted to take more AP and Honors courses than  
   they are currently, including 57% of Black students, 56% of Latino students, 79% of  
   Asian students, and 81% of English as a Second Language (ESL) students.  

These results indicate that while nearly all T.C. Williams students intend to go to college, 
relatively few students – especially students of color – are receiving the academic 
preparation they need to achieve their goals, even though the students themselves say they 
want greater academic challenges.  

Academic Guidance and Support

Improving the college preparation rate within ACPS will require non-academic measures 
as well.  Successful school districts take it as part of their mission to actively prepare 
students with the other types of non-academic knowledge and resources they will need. 
For example, high school students are often ill-informed on what they have to do to 
prepare for college. Whether schools successfully provide students with the guidance and 
support they need is dictated by their “college-going culture.” 

• In schools with a “strong college-going culture,” almost everyone and everything is  
   geared toward college preparation, and the expectation is that virtually all students  
   will continue directly to college.  Advice, information, and resources are provided by  
   the school in a proactive manner.

• Schools with “minimalist college-going culture” can be characterized by their reactive  
   counseling efforts.  Counselors and teachers tend to act as information providers, not as  
   aggressive advocates or college motivators.

The survey results indicate that T.C. Williams has a minimalist college-going culture, and
is not doing enough to meet student needs.  
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• Almost half of the respondents said their counselor had not helped them plan the  
   courses they needed to graduate from high school and get into college.  

• 58% of respondents said they had not spoken with their guidance counselor about the  
   college admissions process, including 73% of Latino students and 70% of ESL students.

• Most students – and especially Latino students – said they had not been encouraged by  
   their counselor to attend a four-year college.

The survey results indicate that at T.C. Williams, the students often carry the burden of 
making sure they are prepared for college, and students of color in particular are not 
receiving enough information and resources on the college preparatory process.

REDUCING DROPOUTS AND PUSHOUTS

Not only is ACPS not preparing enough of its Black and Latino students to attend four-
year colleges and universities, the district is struggling to graduate many of its students.  
Evidence suggests that large numbers of students are both dropping out and being 
“pushed” out of ACPS.  

• For example, ACPS’s graduation rate is substantially lower than the national average  
   and the average for the rest of Virginia.  It is also much lower than its neighboring  
   districts, Arlington and Fairfax.

• Once again, ACPS’s shortfall with respect to Arlington,  
   Fairfax, the rest of Virginia, and the rest of the country is  
   due to its relatively poor     
   performance in graduating Black and Latino students.   
   While ACPS’s graduation rate for  
   White students is comparable to its counterparts, its  
   graduation rates for Black and  
   Latino students are much worse.
 
This data suggests that there are institutional barriers within the district that are preventing 
Black and Latino students from achieving academic success.  

Students Identify Reasons for Dropouts and Pushouts

To examine the forces leading to low graduation rates of students – especially of students 
of color – students were asked if there were any factors that might prevent them from 
graduating from T.C. Williams. 

• Overall, over half of the students expressed some concern that they might not graduate.  

• The survey responses indicate that the most pressing needs within ACPS are for more  
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   targeted academic interventions to ensure that students are kept on track and getting the   
   academic support they need, better advice about the courses students need, and perhaps  
   more flexible academic options and “second-chance” opportunities for students who  
   experience academic struggles.   

• The results also suggest a need for assessing the content of the curriculum to 	  
   determine if it is academically challenging and culturally relevant for the diverse student  
   body of ACPS.

• A substantial number of students – especially students of color – reported feeling  
   unsupported by the staff of T.C. Williams.  

• Some students also shared experiences in which school personnel actually encouraged  
   students to drop out, or to get their GED.   

• The survey results also indicated that harsh school discipline practices within ACPS  
   – such as the use of out-of-school suspensions, expulsions, and school-based arrests –   
   are a primary factor in creating an unsupportive school environment that leads to  
   students dropping out or being pushed out.  

The survey results indicate that the ESL program at T.C. Williams is in particular need 
of reform.  ESL students apparently experience particular difficulty in acquiring enough 
academic credits to graduate high school, report not being challenged by their courses, 
and are the students most neglected in the college preparatory process.  However, as 
mentioned above, ESL students reported overwhelmingly that they planned to attend 
college, and were the subgroup that was most likely to report a desire to take more AP 
and Honors courses.  Thus, while ESL classes may be helping students to learn English, 
they are not doing enough to prepare them to meet their goals of graduating and attending 
college.  

* * *

The findings detailed above suggest that ACPS is pushing out a large number of students 
through a variety of policies and practices.  They also indicate a failure to provide an 
adequate “safety net” for students who, for whatever reason, are struggling. 
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This research leads to the unsettling conclusion that ACPS has created a two-track 
school system: one for a small number of predominantly White students who are actively 
prepared from an early age for college and successful careers; and the other for the 
majority of students of color who are not expected to excel and encounter substantial 
obstacles to achieving their goals.  The survey results demonstrate that students encounter 
radically different educational experiences depending on which track they are on.    

Although the “opportunity gaps” described in this report are substantial, T.C. Williams 
students’ own desire to take on greater challenges and succeed provide reason for hope.  

But the school district must rise up to 
meet the challenge that students have 
given them: to structure their academic 
offerings and create a culture that is 
more responsive to student needs, in 
which every student will be prepared to 
succeed.

What follows is a series of 
recommendations for creating a world-
class school system of which the entire 
community of Alexandria can be 
proud.

1. ACPS should adopt the goal of preparing every student in the district to graduate with 
an Advanced Studies diploma and to attend a four-year college or university.  ACPS 
should have a strong college-going culture, so that all aspects of the education offered in 
ACPS schools should be geared from kindergarten through 12th grade toward this goal.

2. Students should be encouraged to take on academic challenges, and T.C. Williams 
High School should take immediate steps to increase the number of Black and Latino 
students in AP and Honors courses through recruitment and eliminating non-essential 
barriers to enrollment in these courses. 

3. Advice, information, and resources related to the college preparation process should be 
provided by the school in a proactive manner, minimizing the burden carried by students 
for gathering and acting upon college knowledge.  Students and parents/guardians should 
receive accurate, high-quality information about the courses that will prepare them for 
college-level standards, college admissions, and financing college.  All information should 
be provided in a language that parents/guardians and students can understand.  

4. ACPS should increase the number of guidance counselors at T.C. Williams, with an 
emphasis on bilingualism.

5. Because middle school and high school students have many different teachers, they 
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often do not have a strong relationship with any adult in their school.  ACPS should ensure 
that middle school and high school students are paired with a mentor-advocate (teacher, 
guidance counselor, or staff member) who will be responsible for guiding and monitoring 
the student over a long period of time.  

6. T.C. Williams should provide students with wider access to the full spectrum of college 
preparatory opportunities, such as: internships, college visits, SAT/ACT prep classes, and 
other supplemental academic preparatory classes.

7. ACPS should review its curricula to ensure that it is academically challenging and 
culturally relevant for the diverse student body of ACPS.

8. ACPS must place greater emphasis on meeting the needs of English language learners.  
The ESL program needs to be re-designed so that it allows students to be able to 
successfully graduate high school and attend a four-year college or university.  To do so, 
the content in ESL classes must be made more rigorous, and there must be more emphasis 
on connecting content instruction with language instruction.  ACPS should ensure that 
English language learners have the same access to high-level curricula as other students, at 
all grade levels.  

9. ACPS administrators and teachers should take responsibility for ensuring that struggling 
students get the help they need, rather than putting the onus on the student or parents.  
ACPS should consider the use or expanded use of early morning and late afternoon 
courses, Saturday school, access to summer school, summer “bridge” programs, and 
additional tutoring before, during, and after school to meet the needs of struggling 
students.

10. In addition to the college preparatory curriculum in high school, ACPS must provide 
broader access to rigorous, college preparatory “pipeline” curricula in middle school.  
Also beginning in middle school, ACPS should provide students with broader access 
to tutoring and other intensive academic supports that will prepare them for college 
preparatory classes in high school.

11. ACPC must ensure that there is an academic “safety net” for struggling students.  
Rather than neglecting students who are having difficulty successfully navigating high 
school, ACPS should consider expanded dropout prevention/intervention/recovery 
programs to ensure that no student is able to slip through the cracks of the school system.  
ACPS should also consider a variety of “second-chance opportunities” and other flexible 
academic programs that will meet the unique needs of these students and still prepare 
them for college.  

12. ACPS should limit the use of out-of-school suspensions and expulsions to behavior 
that poses a serious threat to school safety.  Otherwise, incidents or misbehavior should be 
handled within the school environment.

13. ACPS should emphasize the inclusion of parents/guardians, students, teachers, 
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counselors, and administrators in the process of reform planning, decision-making, and 
implementation.  Also, the district should work with community groups to communicate 
and educate parents/guardians and students on rigor, high expectations, and the focus on 
college preparation throughout ACPS.
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INTRODUCTION

Background

Alexandria, Virginia is a city of approximately 133,000 residents located six miles from 
Washington, DC.1   Its residents are quite affluent, with a per capita income that is nearly 
double the national average, and a poverty rate less than half the national average.2   The 
local school district, Alexandria City Public Schools (ACPS), is well-funded, with an 
operating budget of over $182 million.3   Indeed, ACPS’s 2005 per-student spending 
(unadjusted for cost of living) ranked in the top 7% of all school districts in the country.4

Compared to its neighboring districts, ACPS’s per-student spending is 33% higher than 
Fairfax County Public Schools (Fairfax) and about 5% lower than Arlington Public Schools 
(Arlington).  ACPS spends over 62% more than the average for the Commonwealth of 
Virginia.5   It appears, however, that most students of ACPS are not reaping the benefits of 
the resources in this wealthy school district.

While the city’s population is mostly White, the ACPS student population is predominantly 
Black and Latino and only one-quarter White.6   T.C. Williams High School, the only high 
school within ACPS, is an example of the school system’s racial diversity, with a student 
population that is 7% Asian, 42% Black, 25% Latino, and 25% White.7

The racial diversity of T.C. Williams High School can be traced back to 1971, when 
the city’s two predominantly Black high schools were merged with T.C. Williams in an 
attempt to comply with Brown v. Board of Education and other school desegregation 
cases.8   Like many formerly-segregated school districts during that time, this change was 
met with resistance.9   Many believe that the success of the T.C. Williams football team 
caused relationships to form across racial lines and eventually led to the elimination of 
racial strife within the school – a touching story that is depicted in the movie Remember 
the Titans.10 
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More recently, though, Alexandria has been recognized for less admirable reasons.  For 
example, ACPS recently received the dishonorable distinction of being named by Forbes 
Magazine as “the worst school district for the buck” in the entire nation.11   According to 
the study, ACPS did the poorest job among the districts studied in achieving educational 
outcomes relative to their funding.12  

Many ACPS students have expressed similar concerns, noting that while the district has 
impressive school buildings and ample resources such as laptop computers, the substance 
of the education they receive is often lacking, and students find they are not adequately 
prepared for college.

Methodology

Tenants and Workers United and the students of Alexandria United Teens have been 
working since 2003 to address systemic failures within ACPS that have resulted in a 
widening gap between students of color and White students.  In 2005, they sought the 
assistance of Advancement Project to develop a survey that would help the community 
understand the dynamics that were leading to high dropout rates and low levels of college 
preparation at T.C. Williams High School and throughout ACPS.  Additional assistance 
was provided by Professors Michelle Fine, Kersha Smith, and Maria Torre from the City 
University of New York Graduate Center, who have conducted similar participatory 
research projects with students and school districts in New York, New Jersey, California, 
Delaware, Illinois, and Colorado.

The survey (attached as Appendix A) was made available to T.C. Williams students in both 
English and Spanish in October 2006, through the school’s computer network.  Some 
students were given the option of completing the survey during class, and all students had 
access to the survey outside of class time.

Advancement Project was responsible for analyzing the data from the survey and writing 
this report, with the assistance of Tony Roshan Samara of George Mason University, 
Tenants and Workers United, and Alexandria United Teens.   

* * *

In all, 386 students completed the survey.  The respondents were 43% male and 56% 
female (and 1% unidentified).13   Forty-two percent (42%) were in 10th grade, 29% were 
in 11th grade, and 28% were in 12th grade (and 1% unidentified).

For the results included in this report, we focused on particular subgroups, based on the 
self-reported race and academic placement of the student.  The respondents identified 
their race as being Asian (9% of respondents), African American/Black (33%), Latino/
Hispanic (22%), White (39%), or Other (12%) (note that because students could identify 
more than one race, they could be included in more than one subgroup).  They also 
identified whether most of their classes were Honors/AP (54%), Regular/Academic 
(34%), Special Education (1%),14  or English as a Second Language (ESL) (8%) (and 3% 
unidentified).
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To supplement the survey findings, additional research completed over the last year has 
also been included in this report. 

COLLEGE PREPARATION 

College Aspirations

Nationwide, there is a relatively widespread belief among school district personnel and 
the general public that many young people have no aspiration toward higher education.  
For example, a national survey of high school teachers found that they thought only 
32% of their students planned to attend a four-year college.15   The education offered 
to students in grades K-12 often reflects those low expectations, as many students find 
they are “tracked” not for higher education, but rather for post-high school employment, 
dropping out of school, or worse.  For that reason, the Alexandria United Teens’ T.C. 
Williams Student Survey asked students about their own plans for the future.  

Nearly All T.C. Williams Students, of All Races and Academic Levels,  
Plan to Attend College

The results of the survey demonstrate that nearly every T.C. Williams student plans to 
pursue higher education, and these results are true for all subgroups.  Overall, 97% of 
the respondents said they would either “definitely” or “probably” attend a two-year or 
four-year college.  Across racial subgroups, at least 96% of the students in every group 
indicated that they would definitely or probably attend college.  Among academic 
subgroups, the percentages of students who thought they would probably or definitely 
attend college were 99% for Honors/AP, 96% for Regular/Academic, and 88% for ESL.

Because almost all T.C. Williams students – of all races and academic levels – have 
college aspirations, every component of education offered within ACPS should be 
structured accordingly.  This includes the expectations of staff members, curricular 
offerings, class assignment, guidance and support services, and any other academic or 
extracurricular offerings.  Unfortunately, the survey results and other research discussed 
below suggest that ACPS is not currently structured, or operating, in such a way that 
enables many students to achieve their goals.

College Preparation - Curriculum
 

Rigorous High School Coursework is Essential for College Preparation

To be academically prepared for college, it is not enough to have simply graduated 
from high school.  Competitive colleges and universities ask that prospective applicants 
complete the most demanding college-preparatory program available while in high 
school.16    
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For example, while there are at least eight categories of diplomas and completion 
certificates offered by the Commonwealth of Virginia,17  many of the colleges and 
universities within the Commonwealth state that their preference is for applicants who 
have received the Advanced Studies diploma (the highest level diploma offered in 
Virginia).18   They also ask that students have taken Advanced Placement (AP) and Honors 
courses when available.19    

However, ACPS is not successfully preparing enough of its students – particularly students 
of color – to meet these standards for college-readiness.

College Preparation in ACPS Lags Far Behind Neighboring Districts and the Rest of Virginia

To assess the performance of ACPS in preparing students for college, we look at the rate 
that students graduate with Advanced Studies diplomas, which is the primary college 
preparatory track in Virginia.  Because T.C. Williams is a three-year high school (10th 
grade through 12th grade), we calculate a three-year rate so that we can focus solely on 
the performance of students enrolled at T.C. Williams.  The 3-Year Advanced Diploma 
Graduation Rate (3-Year ADGR)20 calculates a school’s success in graduating students 
with Advanced Studies diplomas, and thus providing students with the preparation that 
competitive colleges and universities request. 

ACPS is graduating very few “college-ready” students.  In 2006, the 3-Year ADGR for T.C. 
Williams was only 25%.21   In other words, an incoming T.C. Williams student has only a 
one-in-four chance of successfully completing curricula that would lead to an Advanced 
Diploma.  

In comparison to its neighboring districts, ACPS does not fare well.  The 2006 3-Year 
ADGR for Fairfax and Arlington were 56% and 46%, respectively, as shown in Chart 
2.22   Alexandria also falls far short of Virginia as a whole on this measure, as the 2006 3-
Year ADGR for the entire Commonwealth was 42%.23  These figures indicate that ACPS 
is graduating a much lower percentage of students who are prepared for college than its 
neighboring districts and the Commonwealth overall. 
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Poor ACPS Performance Attributable to Its Failure to Provide College Preparatory Education 
to Black and Latino Students

While ACPS’s overall 3-Year Advanced Diploma Graduation Rate is extremely low, when 
it comes to preparing Black and Latino students for college, ACPS fares even worse.  For 
example, in 2006, the 3-Year ADGR for White students was 63%, while for Black students 
it was 10% and for Latino students it was 15% (data for Asian students was unavailable), 
as illustrated in Chart 3.24 
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In fact, the differences in the rates of ACPS, Arlington, Fairfax, and the rest of Virginia are 
entirely attributable to ACPS’s relative failure with regard to Black and Latino students.  
ACPS’s rate of graduating its White students with Advanced Studies diplomas is equal 
to, or better than, that of its neighboring districts and the rest of Virginia.  The 2006 3-
Year ADGR for White students in ACPS was 63%, and it was 63% for Arlington, 62% for 
Fairfax, and 48% for the rest of the Commonwealth, as shown in Chart 4.25   

However, ACPS graduates a much lower percentage of Black and Latino students with 
Advanced Studies diplomas than the others.  Compared to ACPS’s 3-Year ADGR of 10% 
for Black students, the rates for Arlington, Fairfax, and the rest of the Commonwealth 
overall were 22%, 31%, and 24%, respectively, which were all between two and three-
and-a-half times higher.26   For Latino students, while the 3-Year ADGR for ACPS was 
15%, it was 23% for Arlington, 27% for Fairfax, and 28% for Virginia as a whole.27   
Thus, while there are clear racial disparities in all three districts and for the entire 
Commonwealth, the inequities in ACPS are far worse than the others.  

ACPS’s relative success with its White students demonstrates that it has the capacity to 
provide students with a high-quality college preparatory education.  However, the data 
suggests that Black and Latino students benefit from these resources less than in other 
communities.  Therefore, ACPS must emphasize providing a college preparatory education 
to its Black and Latino students if it is to measure up to its counterparts. 
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T.C. Williams Has Very Low Student Participation in Advanced Placement Classes

Besides the Advanced Diploma, Virginia colleges and universities also prefer that students 
take AP and Honors courses, when available.28   However, the overall number of students 
taking AP classes at T.C. Williams is very low relative to other local public high schools.  
In fact, compared to the 16 other high schools in Fairfax and Arlington,29  T.C. Williams 
had the lowest percentage of students taking AP courses in 2005-2006, only 17%, as 
illustrated in Chart 5.30  Most of the schools had about twice as many students enrolled in 
AP classes as T.C. Williams.31   Having so few students in these classes limits the number 
of ACPS students who will graduate ready to do college-level work.

Few Students of Color Are in AP and Honors Courses at T.C. Williams

Not only are far fewer T.C. Williams students participating in advanced courses overall, 
there are dramatic racial disparities in AP and Honors enrollment.  In 2006-2007, 50% 
of White students at T.C. Williams were enrolled in at least one AP or Honors course, as 
shown in Chart 6.32   In comparison, only 14% of Asian students, 9% of Black students, 
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and 6% of Latino students were enrolled in an AP or Honors course.33   Shockingly, of the 
1,374 Black and Latino students in the school, only 108 were in an AP or Honors course.34

Accordingly, the vast majority of AP and Honors students at T.C. Williams are White.  
Because of how important AP and Honors classes are for college preparation, admission, 
and success, these discrepancies play a key role in the corresponding lack of college-
ready students of color leaving ACPS.  This should be alarming to all stakeholders within 
the ACPS community, and immediate steps should be taken to increase the enrollment of 
students of color in these classes.

Talented and Gifted Program Limits Number of Students Who Are Prepared for College

The low rates of college preparation for Black and Latino students can be traced in part to 
how ACPS structures its academic program, and the emphasis placed on the Talented and 
Gifted Program (TAG).  In effect, ACPS has artificially limited the number of students who 
will be prepared to be high-achievers in high school and beyond, and has pre-determined 
that few of those high-achievers will be Black or Latino.  In fact, the ACPS curriculum is 
structured so that the chances of a child receiving a college preparatory education are 
dictated by whether he or she is selected for the TAG program by the time they reach 6th 
grade.

Beginning in elementary school, ACPS places a small number of students on a college 
preparatory track, while most students are on a lower academic track and receive a 
relatively inferior education that diminishes their chances of attending college.  The 
main driver of this tracking process is the TAG program.  In ACPS, the TAG program is 
the primary college preparatory pathway at the elementary and middle school level.  It 
is designed to prepare elementary and middle school students for advanced academic 
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challenges, such as AP and Honors classes in high school.35   In fact, the ACPS Program of 
Studies for 2007-2008 – which is distributed to parents and students to assist in academic 
planning – suggests that only those students who are in TAG mathematics by the time 
they reach 6th grade would be expected to continue on to receive an Advanced Studies 
diploma.36 

On the other hand, children who are not enrolled in the TAG program by 6th grade would 
not be in line to graduate with an Advanced Studies Diploma or to take AP and Honors 
courses in high school.  The ACPS Program of Studies indicates that those students would 
be expected to graduate with, at best, a Standard Diploma.37   

The ramifications of this structure are magnified because the TAG program in ACPS is 
exclusive – only 12% of all students participate.38   It is also racially unrepresentative of 
the overall student population.  In 2006-2007, White students were 25% of the school 
population but 60% of TAG participants, while Black and Latino students were 66% of the 
school population and only 31% of TAG participants, as illustrated in Chart 7.39   Thus, 
in a district in which the students are majority Black and Latino, only a small number of 
mostly White students are positioned starting in elementary school to benefit from the 
primary college preparatory track.
	  

While there is nothing wrong with having advanced-level curricula such as TAG available 
for talented children, the problem arises when that program is designed as the only (or 
at least the dominant) way to achieve academic success, it is only available to a small 
group of students, and it is set up so that the possibilities of academic success are severely 
limited as early as 6th grade. In that instance, the school system is placing unnecessary 
constraints on its students, and limiting their life chances at far too early an age.  
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By structuring the academic program so that TAG is the dominant feeder system for 
students who will complete rigorous curricula in high school, ACPS has placed most of 
its students on a non-college track.  As a result, the low rates of students graduating with 
Advanced Studies diplomas and participating in AP and Honors courses – and the racial 
disparities in both – are unlikely to change significantly unless ACPS restructures itself 
to provide college preparatory curricula to more students, whether as part of the TAG 
program or otherwise.  

New Open Enrollment Honors Classes Promising, But Insufficient

ACPS appears to have recognized some of these problems, because the School Board 
has recently voted to offer open enrollment Honors classes at middle schools in language 
arts and social science, in addition to the science courses that it already offered.40   
However, while expanding access to rigorous curricula is important, it is not enough to 
passively allow admission to those students who have the wherewithal to enroll in these 
traditionally-exclusionary courses.  ACPS must actively provide students with the college 
preparation they need by restructuring the curriculum and changing their expectations.  
Therefore, while we applaud ACPS for the attention it has placed on these issues, we urge 
the district to continue to look critically at how these programs stand in the way of student 
and district success.  

T.C. Williams Students Want to Take More Challenging Courses

While ACPS prepares 
proportionately fewer students 
for college-level coursework, 
the survey results suggest that 
students have higher aspirations 
for themselves than their schools 
have for them.  Indeed, 55% of 
all respondents said they wanted 
to take more AP and Honors 
courses than they are currently, 
including 57% of Black students, 
56% of Latino students, and 79% 
of Asian students, as shown in 
Chart 8.  Among all subgroups, 
the strongest response was from 
ESL students, of whom 81% 
said they wanted to take more AP and Honors courses, indicating that these students are 
particularly desirous of academic challenges.  

Overall, the strong response from students on this question suggests that their efforts to 
take high-level classes are being stifled.  ACPS should explore the barriers to achievement 
that students are facing, and take immediate steps to eliminate them.
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* * *

The survey results indicate that T.C. Williams students have high expectations for their 
own futures and intend to go to college.  Yet few students – especially students of color 
– are receiving the academic preparation they need to achieve their goals, even though 
the students themselves say they want greater academic challenges.  It is evident that 
immediate steps should be taken to redesign the curriculum so that all students have the 
opportunity to pursue college preparatory courses and achieve their goals.41 

It is important to note, however, that increasing the rigor of the ACPS curriculum alone 
will not result in greater rates of college preparation.  School districts with high rates 
of college attendance among their students provide students with an array of academic 
supports and interventions to ensure that students stay on track.42   Thus, for ACPS to 
succeed in preparing all of its students for higher education, it must make sure that 
students are supported academically along the way.  

College Preparation - Guidance
 
Beyond rigor and academic supports and interventions, improving the college preparation 
rate within ACPS will require non-academic measures as well.  Successful school districts 
take it as part of their mission to actively prepare students with other types of non-
academic knowledge and resources they will need.

For example, high school students are often ill-informed on what they have to do to 
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prepare for college.  They tend to have significant misconceptions about what types 
of courses are needed to both get into and succeed in college, the cost of college, the 
availability of financial aid, and placement tests.43   This knowledge is often particularly 
lacking among students from low-income families and students who are not taking 
Honors-level courses.44   

The results of the Alexandria United Teens T.C. Williams Student survey indicate that 
ACPS is not currently doing enough to provide students with the information and 
resources they need to prepare for college.

College-Going Culture

Whether schools successfully provide students with the guidance and support they need 
is dictated by their “college-going culture.” A school’s college-going culture includes the 
qualities and values of a school that can serve to either motivate and advocate for students 
to attend college, or discourage and even prevent them from going to college.45   

In schools with a “strong college-going culture,” almost everyone and everything is geared 
toward college preparation, and the expectation is that virtually all students will continue 
directly to college.46   Advice, information, and resources are provided by the school in 
a proactive manner, minimizing the burden carried by students for gathering and acting 
upon college knowledge.47   Teachers and counselors are intimately involved in the 
process of preparing for, and learning about, college.48   

However, schools with “minimalist college-going culture” can be characterized by 
their reactive counseling efforts.49   Counselors and teachers tend to act as information 
providers, not as aggressive advocates or college motivators.50   Counselors at these 
schools devote more time to class scheduling and helping students meet the high school 
graduation requirements than to college and career counseling.51   

T.C. Williams Exhibits a Minimalist College-Going Culture

The survey results indicate that T.C. 
Williams has a minimalist college-
going culture, and is not doing enough 
to meet student needs.  For example, 
45% of the respondents said their 
counselor had not helped them plan 
the courses they needed to graduate 
from high school and get into college.  
Among all subgroups, that sentiment 
was strongest among Latino students, 
51% of whom said they had not 
received such assistance, as shown in 
Chart 9.
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The survey also demonstrated that the district should address student misperceptions 
regarding the attainability of a college education.  For example, the most commonly cited 
factor that students said might keep them from attending college was the cost.  Overall, 
37% of students identified this as a barrier, including 67% and 41% of Latino and Black 
students, respectively.  This is an area in which there is a clear need for additional 
information to be provided to students, because while the cost of higher education is 
certainly a legitimate concern, and can be a hardship on families, the availability of 
financial aid and scholarships makes the pursuit of higher education more accessible than 
what is widely perceived.

Most T.C. Williams Students Report Never Having Spoken With Their Counselor 
about the College Admissions Process

In strong college-going cultures, school personnel proactively advise students about 
college opportunities.  That does not appear to be happening at T.C. Williams.  In fact, 
58% of respondents said they had not spoken with their guidance counselor about the 
college admissions process, as illustrated in Chart 10.  This problem is evidently most 
severe for Latino and ESL students, of whom 73% and 70%, respectively, said they had 
not had such a discussion.  These results suggest that counseling at T.C. Williams is either: 
less focused on college preparation than on other areas, and perhaps needs to be altered; 
under-resourced, such that more guidance counselors are necessary to address these gaps 
in knowledge; or perhaps both.
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Students Report Weak and Unequal Encouragement to Attend College

While schools with strong college-going cultures encourage and expect all students to 
graduate and attend four-year colleges or universities, at T.C. Williams it appears most 
students do not receive such support.  Overall, only 48% of respondents said their 
counselors had encouraged them to attend a four-year college.

The survey results also suggest that along with not being proactive enough, the advising 
process at T.C. Williams may not treat students equally.  For example, 53% of White 
students said their counselor had encouraged them to attend a four-year college, along 
with 55% of Black students.  However, this was true for a mere 29% of Latino students.  
Thus, it appears that students are not only receiving inadequate information and support 
regarding college, there are major differences in the type of information that students 
receive.  

* * *

The survey results indicate that T.C. Williams has a minimalist college-going culture, 
in which students often carry the burden of making sure they are prepared for college.  
The results also suggest that students of color in particular are not receiving enough 
information and resources on the college preparatory process.  Immediate steps should 
be taken to ensure that ACPS is proactively working to enable all students to meet their 
college goals. 
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REDUCING DROPOUTS AND PUSHOUTS

Not only is ACPS not preparing enough of its Black and Latino students to attend four-
year colleges and universities, the district is struggling to graduate many of its students.  
Evidence suggests that large numbers of students are both dropping out and being 
“pushed” out of ACPS.  

“Pushout” happens when youth are removed (or remove themselves) from school as a 
result of policies and practices that discourage them from remaining in classrooms and on 
track to receiving a Standard or Advanced Studies diploma.52 These policies and practices 
include: unwelcoming school environments and a lack of relevant and engaging curricula, 
both of which alienate students and discourage them from attending school; not providing 
enough access to academic counseling and supportive relationships with teachers to help 
keep students in school; encouragement of low-performing or under-credited students 
to drop out or transfer to a GED program; and “zero tolerance” and other exclusionary 
discipline policies that remove students from school.53 The combined effect of these 
dynamics is a school environment that fails to meet the needs of its students, particularly 
students who are struggling with academic, personal, or family problems.  Ultimately, far 
too many students are exiting the educational process, either dropping out by choice or 
being pushed out by some combination of these institutional forces.

Dropouts and Pushouts in ACPS

ACPS’s 3-Year Graduation Rate is Substantially Lower than Neighboring Districts, 
the Rest of Virginia, and the National Average

ACPS’s graduation rate is unusually low for such a well-resourced district.  In 2006, the 3-
Year Graduation Rate for ACPS was 60%.54 In other words, over the course of three years, 
only six out of ten ACPS 10th graders make it to graduation with even a Standard diploma.  
To put this in perspective, the national 3-Year Graduation Rate for 2005 (the most recent 
data available) was 78%.55   
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More locally, ACPS’s rate is substantially lower than its neighboring districts, and the 
Commonwealth as a whole.  As shown in Chart 11, the 2006 3-Year Graduation Rate for 
Arlington was 73%, and for Fairfax it was 86%.56   For the rest of the Commonwealth of 
Virginia, it was 78%.57   
 

Extreme Racial Disparities in ACPS Graduation Rates 

Students of color, who are less likely to be prepared for college in ACPS, also are 
significantly less likely to graduate as compared to their White peers.  In ACPS, the 3-Year 
Graduation Rate for White students was 81%, while for Black students it was 51% and 
for Latino students it was only 46% (data for Asian students was unavailable), as shown 
in Chart 12.58 Thus, there was only about a 50% chance that a 10th grade Black or Latino 
student in ACPS would graduate with a Standard or Advanced Studies diploma, while 
more than four out of five White students did so.    
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Once again, ACPS’s shortfall with respect to Arlington, Fairfax, and the rest of Virginia 
is attributable to its relatively poor performance in graduating Black and Latino students.  
While ACPS’s graduation rate for White students is comparable to its counterparts, its 
graduation rates for Black and Latino students are much worse.

With regard to White students, ACPS’s 3-Year Graduation Rate for 2006 was 
81%, compared to 83% for Arlington, 90% for Fairfax, and 81% for the rest of the 
Commonwealth, as shown in Graph 13.59   However, ACPS’s rate of 51% for Black 
students is substantially lower than the rates of 64% for Arlington, 76% for Fairfax, and 
67% for the rest of Virginia.60   Similarly, ACPS’s 3-Year Graduation Rate of 46% for Latino 
students is lower than Arlington’s rate of 51%, and much worse than Fairfax’s rate of 64% 
and the Commonwealth’s rate of 67%.61
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Even if we look outside the Commonwealth, ACPS does not fare well.  The national 3-Year 
Graduation Rates for Black and Latino students in 2005 (the most recent data available) 
both were substantially higher than ACPS’s: 67% and 66%, respectively, as illustrated in 
Chart 14.62   Meanwhile, the rates for White students were comparable; 81% for ACPS and 
84% for the nation.63 
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Whether we look at the rates of college preparation or simply the rates of graduating 
its students from high school, the racial inequities within ACPS far exceed those of its 
counterparts.  This suggests the existence of institutional barriers within the district that 
are preventing Black and Latino students from achieving academic success.  This is 
an extremely serious problem for the Alexandria City Public Schools that has dramatic 
ramifications for the Alexandria and Northern Virginia community as a whole. Increasing 
the retention of Black and Latino students must be a major priority for ACPS. 

Students Identify Reasons for Dropouts and Pushouts

To examine the forces leading to the low graduation rates of students – especially of 
students of color – students were asked if there were any factors that might prevent them 
from graduating from T.C. Williams. They were presented with a list of reasons commonly 
cited by students who drop out of high school.  Overall, 57% expressed some concern 
that they might not graduate.  Their responses began to shed light on a number of factors 
that might be causing high dropout rates and low levels of student achievement at T.C. 
Williams and throughout ACPS.  
 

Students Identify Lack of Academic Supports and Interventions and the Lack of an 
Engaging Curriculum as Common Reasons for Dropouts/Pushouts

	  
The survey responses indicated the most pressing needs within ACPS are additional 
academic supports and interventions, and perhaps adjusting the academic curriculum to 
meet the needs of students.  In fact, the three most commonly cited reasons why students 
drop out or are pushed out of school were all related to academics: low grades (21%), 
“boring” classes (20%), and shortage of academic credits (18%), as shown in Chart 15.
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Low grades were cited most frequently by Latino students (35%) and ESL students (41%) 
(for data disaggregated by race, see Appendix B).  Boring classes were the most common 
response for Asian students (25%) and Black students (22%), and were of concern for 
Latino students (27%) as well.  Lack of credits was a major concern for Black students 
(20%) and Latino students (27%), and was cited by an overwhelming 59% of ESL students.

The number of students mentioning grades and credits demonstrates that a substantial 
percentage of students are concerned that they will not be academically prepared to 
graduate high school.  These academic troubles undoubtedly have many causes, but 
overly-challenging classes do not appear to be one of the main problems.  Relatively 
few students (8%) said the reason they might not graduate was that their classes were 
too difficult.  Indeed, the responses regarding “boring” classes suggest that, if anything, 
students felt they were not being challenged enough.   

The academic concerns expressed by students, combined with the evidence of low 
graduation rates in ACPS, suggest that there is a need for more targeted academic 
interventions to ensure that students are kept on track and getting the academic support 
they need.  The concerns about credits also suggest there is a need for better advice about 
the courses students need, and perhaps more flexible academic options and “second-
chance” opportunities for students who experience academic struggles.  

Regarding classes that are perceived as “boring,” it is instructive that this problem was 
frequently cited by students of color, but not by White students.  In fact, while 24% of 
Asian, Black, and Latino students cited this as a problem, only 12% of White students 
indicated this as a concern.  This suggests that White students and students of color are 
experiencing the curriculum in different ways.  This could convey a need for assessing 
the content of the curriculum to determine if it is academically challenging and culturally 
relevant to the diverse student body of ACPS.  

Additionally, while only 15% of AP/Honors students cited boring classes as a problem, 
34% of Regular/Academic students viewed this as a potential reason for dropping 
out.  This suggests that students in Regular/Academic classes find them to be much less 
engaging than AP/Honors students find their classes.  This could either be additional 
evidence of the need for a more challenging curriculum for a broader array of students, 
or that the most engaging teachers are in Honors and AP classes, or both.  In either case, 
because over one-third of the students in Regular/Academic classes were concerned 
that they might not graduate because they are not engaged by their classes, serious 
consideration must be given to modifying their academic experiences.

Taken as a whole, these responses indicate not only a need for greater academic supports 
and interventions; they also provide an important window into a generalized condition 
of alienation potentially affecting many students.  Particularly with respect to boredom, 
these results suggest a disengagement from the learning environment that very likely 
contributes to other common causes of dropping out (such as behavioral problems), while 
resulting from others (such as feeling unsupported), both of which are discussed below.   
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Ultimately, the data indicates that students have serious unmet needs in relation to their 
academic experiences within ACPS.

Students Identify Lack of Strong Relationships with Adults in the School

The survey results also indicate that a substantial number of students feel unsupported 
by the staff of T.C. Williams.  Outside of the three curriculum-focused factors previously 
mentioned, the most commonly cited reason for potentially dropping out of school was 
not feeling supported by one’s counselor (13%).  Eight percent (8%) of students also cited 
lack of support from their teachers as a potential cause of dropping out.  While apparently 
less significant for students than the factors discussed above, this still represents a sizable 
percentage of students who think they might not graduate because of unmet needs with 
regard to guidance and academic support.  

These factors were particularly significant for students of color.  Twenty-five percent (25%) 
of Latino students and 22% of Asian students cited not being supported by their counselors 
as a potential cause of dropping out.  This also was mentioned by 21% of ESL students.  
Additionally, 17% of Latino students and 13% of Asian students listed lack of teacher 
support as a reason they might drop out.  These results suggest that steps must be taken to 
strengthen the relationships that ACPS students have with adults in their schools.

Students Report Being Advised to Drop Out or Get Their GED

Some students also shared experiences in which school personnel actively pushed 
students out of the school system.  For example, one student reported that a guidance 
counselor “actually encouraged my brother to drop out.”   Another said that the people 
she knew who had dropped out did so because “they asked them to leave school and 
never come back.”
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In interviews with members of Alexandria United Teens, one student said her friend 
missed a lot of school in 9th and 10th grade, and he was advised to “get a GED and 
stop coming to school.”64   Another student, who has a B average, asked her guidance 
counselor about taking extra classes to graduate early from high school.  The student said 
her advisor told her “that if I wanted to graduate early, I should just get my GED – that a 
GED is the same as a high school diploma, which I knew was not true.”65   

Clearly, for ACPS to improve its academic performance and reduce the number of students 
who drop out, school personnel must not encourage or advise students to leave school.  

Students Report That Harsh School Discipline Practices Contribute to Dropouts

The surveyed students also cited harsh school discipline practices – such as the use of 
out-of-school suspensions, expulsions, and school-based arrests – as a primary factor 
in creating an unsupportive school environment that leads to students dropping out or 
being pushed out.  When asked why other students they know had dropped out, the third 
most commonly cited reason was expulsion (36%) (although ACPS reports no expulsions 
in their annual discipline data66 ).  In their comments, students were often critical of 
current approaches to discipline.  Some suggested there is too much of an emphasis on 
punishment, and that schools should instead focus on providing students with behavioral 
supports.     

Indeed, suspension rates within ACPS are twice as high as those of the Commonwealth 
of Virginia and the entire country, indicating that harsh disciplinary practices are being 
used system wide.  In 2006-2007, there were 1,439 suspensions reported in ACPS, or 0.14 
reported suspensions per student.67   In comparison, the most recent data available for the 
rest of the Commonwealth and for the entire country is from 2004, when there were 0.07 
suspensions per student for both, as shown in Chart 16.68  
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Along with having a high number of suspensions overall, there are dramatic racial 
disparities evident in the suspensions issued.  In 2006-2007, Black students received 71% 
percent of suspensions issued by ACPS, even though they were only 41% of the student 
body.69   Together, Black and Latino students received 91% of the suspensions issued by 
ACPS, compared to 6% for White students, as illustrated in Chart 17.70   Similar inequities 
exist in the suspensions given just at T.C. Williams.71  
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These harsh discipline practices undoubtedly contribute to the low graduation and 
achievement rates within ACPS.  Research has shown that regardless of their own 
background, most high school students appear to share the perception that school 
discipline, especially school suspension, unfairly targets poor students and students of 
color, thus leading to the view that such methods are ineffective and unfair.72   This can 
lead to students feeling unsupported by their schools, which can in turn result in a variety 
of academic and behavioral problems.73  

Indeed, research has shown that students perform worse academically in schools with 
high suspension or expulsion rates, and that zero tolerance policies can increase bad 
behavior and lead to higher dropout rates.74   Thus it is imperative that the school 
discipline policies and practices of ACPS be revised so that they promote, rather than 
detract from, academic performance.

Students Report That Job and Family-Related Factors Are 
Not Significant Causes of Dropping Out

In much of the discussion that surrounds the issue of high school dropouts, job and family-
related factors are frequently cited as primary reasons that students drop out.  The survey 
results at T.C. Williams do not support those theories.  In fact, of all the options students 
had for identifying potential reasons to drop out, the least commonly cited were “needing 
to work” (7%) and “needing to stay home to support my family” (1%).  Students were far 
less concerned with these factors than they were about institutional factors, i.e., those 
that relate to their relationship with T.C. Williams.  Therefore, solutions to these problems 
must establish as their primary focus those factors that are under the school’s control, and 
stakeholders must resist the temptation to place blame on any perceived deficiencies in 
students’ family life, the effects of poverty, or other factors outside of the school’s control.

That being said, we must also acknowledge the inherently fluid boundaries between 
these different factors when attempting to craft solutions.  Poor grades, for example, 
can certainly be linked to pressures at home, just as behavioral problems leading to 
suspension and expulsion may be related to students feeling disengaged by their classes 
or unsupported by teachers and counselors.  In many cases students will in fact be dealing 
with multiple pressures from multiple sources.  Nevertheless, the odds of success in 
solving these problems are increased significantly if attention is focused on how the school 
community can be changed to better meet students’ needs, rather than placing the blame 
on generalized societal ills – even if they are relevant to the issue – that require much 
more comprehensive and long-term solutions. 

Student Views on ESL Program

The survey results indicate that the ESL program at T.C. Williams is in particular need of 
reform.  First, ESL students apparently experience particular difficulty in acquiring enough 
academic credits to graduate high school.  As mentioned above, 59% of ESL students 
mention lack of credits as being a potential cause of their dropping out, underscoring what 
is most likely a structural problem in the ESL program.  Close attention needs to be paid 
to the possibility that it is very difficult for ESL students to earn enough credits to graduate 
even if they perform well in their classes and do exactly what is expected of them.
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Second, ESL students report not being challenged by their courses.  Forty-six percent 
(46%) of ESL students said their classes were “too easy,” which was by far the highest 
percentage of any subgroup (and a remarkable admission for a high school student).  It 
was also noted above that ESL students were the subgroup that was most likely to report 
a desire to take more AP and Honors courses.  These results suggest that ACPS must take 
immediate action to expand access to high-level classes for ESL students.

Third, data suggests that of all ACPS students, ESL students are the most neglected in the 
college preparatory process.  In fact, ESL students face almost unbelievable obstacles in 
participating in the TAG program, which as previously discussed is the primary college 
preparatory track in ACPS.  While there were 1,650 students receiving ESL services in 
2006-2007, amazingly there were only three that were enrolled in the TAG program 
(and all were from the same school).75   While federal law requires that students not 
be screened out of consideration for gifted programs because of their limited English 
proficiency,76  in ACPS these students were 81 times less likely to be enrolled in TAG 
than non-ESL students in 2006-2007, as shown in Chart 18.  This suggests that ACPS has 
structured its ESL program to almost categorically exclude these students from the college 
preparatory process.
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However, as mentioned above, the vast majority of ESL students reported that they 
planned to attend college.  Thus, while ESL classes may be helping students to learn 
English, they are not doing enough to prepare them to meet their goals of graduating 
and attending college.  Immediate steps must be taken to align the ESL program with the 
academic aspirations of students who participate in the program.

 * * *

The findings detailed above suggest that ACPS is pushing out a large number of students 
through a variety of policies and practices.  They also indicate a failure to provide an 
adequate “safety net” for students who, for whatever reason, are struggling.  At the 
same time, the survey provides important insight into how we can begin to reduce the 
unacceptably high rates of students – particularly Black and Latino students – who do not 
graduate from high school.  

Remedying these problems is essential to creating a more just school system for ACPS 
students and families.  But it also represents sound policy for the entire Alexandria and 
Northern Virginia community.  Research has demonstrated that the public realizes 
extensive benefits from improving high school graduation rates.77   Indeed, the public 
economic benefits that result from producing more high school graduates – in the form 
of increased tax revenues and reduced public expenditures on health, crime, and welfare 
– far outweigh the cost of providing that education.78   Therefore, addressing the problems 
described above is not merely a question of fairness for ACPS students: it has dramatic 
ramifications for the health and prosperity of the entire community.
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The research included in this report leads to the unsettling conclusion that ACPS has 
created a two-track school system: while a small number of students are actively prepared 
from an early age for college and successful careers, the majority of students are not 
expected to excel and encounter substantial obstacles to achieving their goals.  The 
structure of these tracks has dramatic racial implications, as White students dominate 
the high-level track, while students of color comprise the majority of the low-level track.  
And as the survey results demonstrate, students encounter radically different educational 
experiences depending on which track they are on.    

Yet some might examine this report and find its recommendations for solving these 
problems to be inconsistent with its findings, asking why expanding preparation for 
college is appropriate when so many ACPS students are already struggling to graduate 
high school.  There are numerous reasons why this is the appropriate response to ACPS’s 
problems.  

First, the relative success of Arlington, Fairfax, and the rest of Virginia indicate that 
improved college preparation is a very realistic goal and ACPS has ample room to 
improve.  Second, providing a challenging, engaging, college preparatory curriculum, 
along with establishing a supportive college-going culture, would respond to the most 
common causes of student dropouts, as identified by T.C. Williams students and discussed 
above.     

Third, even if a student does not ultimately attend college, the job market increasingly 
demands that applicants have completed rigorous high school courses.79   Fourth, the only 
potential downside to providing students with a more challenging academic experience 
is that some students struggle with the added rigor.  However, the district already has very 
low graduation rates, especially for students of color, so it is difficult to imagine losing 
even more students if the reforms are implemented with the appropriate supports and 
interventions for students.  

Most important, though, is that T.C. Williams students have said that they are capable of 
handling higher-level courses, and evidently have higher aspirations for themselves than 
their schools have for them.  Therefore, while the “opportunity gaps” described in this 
report are substantial, T.C. Williams students’ own desire to take on greater challenges 
and succeed provide reason for hope.  But the school district must rise up to meet the 
challenge that students have given them: to structure their academic offerings and create a 



36

Obstacles To Opportunity: Alexandria, Virginia Students Speak Out

culture that is more responsive to student needs, in which every student will be prepared 
to succeed.

What follows is a series of recommendations for creating a world-class school system of 
which the entire community of Alexandria can be proud.

Recommendations
 
1. ACPS should adopt the goal of preparing every student in the district to graduate with 
an Advanced Studies diploma and to attend a four-year college or university.  ACPS 
should have a strong college-going culture, so that all aspects of the education offered in 
ACPS schools should be geared from kindergarten through 12th grade toward this goal.

2. Students should be encouraged to take on academic challenges, and T.C. Williams 
High School should take immediate steps to increase the number of Black and Latino 
students in AP and Honors courses through recruitment and eliminating non-essential 
barriers to enrollment in these courses. 

3. Advice, information, and resources related to the college preparation process should be 
provided by the school in a proactive manner, minimizing the burden carried by students 
for gathering and acting upon college knowledge.  Students and parents/guardians should 
receive accurate, high-quality information about the courses that will prepare them for 
college-level standards, college admissions, and financing college.  All information should 
be provided in a language that parents/guardians and students can understand.  

4. ACPS should increase the number of guidance counselors at T.C. Williams, with an 
emphasis on bilingualism.

5. Because middle school and high school students have many different teachers, they 
often do not have a strong relationship with any adult in their school.  ACPS should ensure 
that middle school and high school students are paired with a mentor-advocate (teacher, 
guidance counselor, or staff member) who will be responsible for guiding and monitoring 
the student over a long period of time.  

6. T.C. Williams should provide students with wider access to the full spectrum of college 
preparatory opportunities, such as: internships, college visits, SAT/ACT prep classes, and 
other supplemental academic preparatory classes.

7. ACPS should review its curricula to ensure that it is academically challenging and 
culturally relevant for the diverse student body of ACPS.

8. ACPS must place greater emphasis on meeting the needs of English language learners.  
The ESL program needs to be re-designed so that it allows students to be able to 
successfully graduate high school and attend a four-year college or university.  To do so, 
the content in ESL classes must be made more rigorous, and there must be more emphasis 
on connecting content instruction with language instruction.  ACPS should ensure that 
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English language learners have the same access to high-level curricula as other students, at 
all grade levels.  

9. ACPS administrators and teachers should take responsibility for ensuring that struggling 
students get the help they need, rather than putting the onus on the student or parents.  
ACPS should consider the use or expanded use of early morning and late afternoon 
courses, Saturday school, access to summer school, summer “bridge” programs, and 
additional tutoring before, during, and after school to meet the needs of struggling 
students.

10. In addition to the college preparatory curriculum in high school, ACPS must provide 
broader access to rigorous, college preparatory “pipeline” curricula in middle school.  
Also beginning in middle school, ACPS should provide students with broader access 
to tutoring and other intensive academic supports that will prepare them for college 
preparatory classes in high school.

11. ACPC must ensure that there is an academic “safety net” for struggling students.  
Rather than neglecting students who are having difficulty successfully navigating high 
school, ACPS should consider expanded dropout prevention/intervention/recovery 
programs to ensure that no student is able to slip through the cracks of the school system.  
ACPS should also consider a variety of “second-chance opportunities” and other flexible 
academic programs that will meet the unique needs of these students and still prepare 
them for college.  

12. ACPS should limit the use of out-of-school suspensions and expulsions to behavior 
that poses a serious threat to school safety.  Otherwise, incidents or misbehavior should be 
handled within the school environment.

13. ACPS should emphasize the inclusion of parents/guardians, students, teachers, 
counselors, and administrators in the process of reform planning, decision-making, and 
implementation.  Also, the district should work with community groups to communicate 
and educate parents/guardians and students on rigor, high expectations, and the focus on 
college preparation throughout ACPS.  
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ABOUT US 

Advancement Project, a communications and legal action 
organization committed to racial justice, was founded by a team 
of veteran civil rights lawyers in 1998. Advancement Project was 

created to develop and inspire community-based solutions based on the same high-quality 
legal analysis and public education campaigns that produced the landmark civil rights 
victories of earlier eras. From Advancement Project’s inception, we have worked “on-
the-ground,” partnering with organized communities of color by bringing them the tools 
of legal advocacy and strategic communications, to dismantle and reform the unjust and 
inequitable policies that undermine the promise of democracy. Simultaneously, we have 
aggressively sought and seized opportunities to promote this approach to racial and social 
justice among our colleagues and allies in the organizing, legal, policy, and philanthropic 
communities. Lastly, on the national level we have persistently inserted race and issues 
impacted by race into the public discourse, reframing them in an effort to sway public 
opinion.

Our mission is:

“To develop, encourage, and widely disseminate innovative ideas and pioneer models 
that inspire and mobilize a broad, national racial justice movement to achieve universal 
opportunity and a Just Democracy!”

Advancement Project’s founding team of veteran civil rights lawyers believed that 
structural racism could begin to be dismantled by multiracial grassroots organizing 
focused on changing public policies and supported by lawyers and communications 
strategies. Solid relationships with organized communities of color are at the core of 
our work. They define and shape our ability to intervene with successful reform efforts 
and develop strong coalitions of allies that share Advancement Project’s vision of a Just 
Democracy. We link communities and local groups working on allied issues and causes, 
lawyers, journalists, and policy analysts with data, relevant research, and technical and 
communications support. By supporting local communities’ struggles for racial and social 
justice, we advance equity, access, and universal opportunity for those left behind—and 
pushed aside—in America.

Tenants and Workers United is a democratically-controlled, grassroots 
organization committed to winning social and economic justice and power 
for the people of Northern Virginia – Latinos/as, African Americans, tenants, 
immigrants, workers, women, youth, and low-income people.

Alexandria United Teens (AUT) is the youth-led chapter of Tenants and Workers United.  
AUT was created to develop young leaders—with a special focus on young women of 
color—with the skills and vision to be agents of change in our community and region.  
Most of the active members of AUT are students at Minnie Howard School or at T.C. 
Williams High School who desire to graduate and attend a reputable four-year college or 
university. 

Tony Roshan Samara is Assistant Professor of Sociology at George Mason University.
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