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Abstract of Dissertation 

A Phenomenological Analysis of the Advanced Placement Experiences of American 

Indian/Alaskan Native Students 

 

Some educational reform efforts include College Board’s Advanced Placement 

(AP) programs as a means of increasing equity and access to rigorous, college-like 

curriculums for all students. In 2013, the nineteen states with the highest American 

Indian/Alaskan Native (AI/AN) populations had not closed the participation or 

performance gaps for AI/AN students on AP exams (College Board, 2014), indicating 

inequality in receiving the benefits offered from AP programs. The purpose of this study 

was to explore the experiences of AI/AN AP students in public mainstream U.S. high 

schools and sought to answer the overarching research question: How and what do 

AI/AN students experience in AP?  Specifically, the following subquestions were 

addressed: How and what do AI/AN students describe as their AP course experiences? 

How do AI/AN students understand AP as opportunity?  How and what do AI/AN 

students describe as their experience of AP exams?  Involuntary minority status and 

structural inequality theory provided the frameworks to ground the study.  van Kaam’s 

(1966) phenomenological design presented by Moustakas (1994) was implemented to 

answer the overarching research question.  Four AI/AN participants who had taken at 

least one AP course in a mainstream public U.S. high school engaged in a one-on-one in-

depth interview with the researcher.  Data were organized and analyzed by grouping and 

reducing, thematizing, constructing individual and composite textural and structural 

descriptions, and finally composing a composite textural-structural description 

representing the group as a whole. Findings indicate two essences of the phenomenon: 
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position of self and awareness of a hidden curriculum.  The researcher concluded that 

AI/AN students experience an incongruence between being AI/AN and being an AP 

student; AI/AN students interpret AP as offering unequal opportunities for personal and 

collective benefits; and AP curriculums and exams represent barriers that affect how 

AI/AN students make meaning of their education.  The study provides awareness about 

AI/AN experiences in AP and offers recommendations for policy, practice, and future 

research.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

They stared at me, the Indian boy with the black eye and swollen nose, my going-

away gifts from Rowdy. Those white kids couldn’t believe their eyes.  They 

stared at me like I was Bigfoot or a UFO.  What was I doing at Reardan, whose 

mascot was an Indian, thereby making me the only other Indian in town?  So what 

was I doing in racist Reardan, where more than half of every graduating class 

went to college?  Nobody in my family had ever gone near a college. 

Reardan was the opposite of the rez.  It was the opposite of my family.  It was the 

opposite of me.  I didn’t deserve to be there.  I knew it; all of those kids knew it.  

Indians don’t deserve shit. (Alexie, 2007, p. 56).    

 Overview  

American Indian/Alaskan Natives (AI/AN) have been marginalized, subjected to 

colonization, forced to reservations, the victims of poverty and poor healthcare, isolated 

and housed in Indian Boarding Schools, and witness to “kill the Indian to save the man”, 

a phrase quoted by Henry Pratt, founder and superintendent of Carlisle Indian Industrial 

School. While it is impossible to identify the total impact of history upon the current 

situations of AI/AN peoples, data do indicate AI/AN students are academically behind 

their non-AI/AN peers at all education levels (Education Trust, 2013).  Traditional 

educational structures and services have not been sufficient in overcoming the myriad 

factors influencing AI/AN academic performances.  Previous findings demonstrating the 

underperformances of AI/AN students deserve attention because AI/AN peoples are not 

academically behind others as an effect of their race (Ogbu & Simons, 1998). Ogbu and 

Simons (1998) argued that educational attainment and performance disparities between 
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AI/AN and non-colonized peers are effects of AI/AN students’ involuntary minority 

status, a theory which claims status negatively affects involuntary minorities’ educational 

attainment and success through the development of oppositions to dominant culture.   

Since the 1990s, some educational reform efforts focus on encouraging College 

Board’s Advanced Placement (AP) programs in high schools as a means of increasing 

equity and access to rigorous, college-like curriculums for all students including those 

historically underserved (Flores & Gomez, 2011; Klopfenstein, 2004).  However, this 

focus may enlarge gaps rather than reduce them as the entrance to and outcomes and 

benefits of AP are not equally attained by all student groups, including AI/AN students 

(Ndura, Robinson & Ochs, 2003; Solorzan & Ornelas, 2004; VanSciver, 2006).  

Additionally, AI/AN students perform statistically significantly lower than their white 

peers on all AP exams (Moore & Slate, 2010), leading one to question an AP program’s 

ability to equalize educational attainment for AI/AN students.   

Considering AI/AN achievement and opportunity gaps and the loss of potential 

education and economic benefits offered from successfully completing AP courses and 

exams (e.g., Flores, & Gomez, 2011; Klopfenstein & Thomas, 2009; Morgan & Ramist, 

1998; Santoli, 2002; Solorzan & Ornelas, 2004), it is necessary to explore the lived 

experiences of AI/AN students in AP courses and with AP exams as a starting place for 

improving conditions of their advanced education opportunities.  Given the inequity of 

access to AP courses and the underperformance on AP exams (Moore & Slate, 2010; 

National Caucus of Native American State Legislators, 2008), from a social justice 

perspective it is critical to gain a deeper understanding of the what and the how of AI/AN 
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students’ experiences in AP to explore ways to offer more equitable services and 

opportunities.    

Statement of the Problem 

The AI/AN population is underserved both as the focus of empirical scholarly 

research and as students of AP education in the context of the U.S. system.  

While racial minority achievement has been investigated extensively, the research 

is scant related to AI/AN performance, particularly that which focuses on advanced 

academics. Despite a focus on closing the achievement and opportunity gaps between 

white and non-white students, to include public discourse and reform efforts (e.g., No 

Child Left Behind), AI/AN students are overlooked in educational research endeavors 

(Slate & Moore, 2010).   

Given the varying cultures, languages, and homelands of the more than 550 

AI/AN tribes in the United States (National Caucus of Native American State Legislators, 

2008), it is difficult to generally describe AI/AN students, possibly contributing to the 

lack of empirical research focusing on this demographic.  AI/AN students as a group (i.e., 

not included in “other” as a racial category) are referenced the least in multicultural 

studies; however, they are referenced frequently in the critical race literature (Izzo, 2012).  

Some researchers note that unless AI/AN people constitute a large part of a state’s 

population, they tend to be ignored (Robinson-Zañartu, et al., 2011).  An ERIC search of 

scholarly, peer-reviewed journal articles from 1982 to 2014 of achievement gaps returned 

535 hits for African Americans, 231 hits for Hispanic Americans, and 61 for American 

Indians hits, most of which were reports of the National Indian Education Study (NIES).   
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In addition to the lack of research focused on AI/AN students and AP, access and 

performance inequities exist.  AI/AN students are less likely to attend schools that offer 

AP classes than other peer groups: 76% of AI/AN students attend schools with AP 

availability, while 97% of Asian, 91% of White, 91% of Latino, and 89% of African 

American students attend schools offering at least one AP course (National Caucus of 

Native American State Legislators, 2008). AI/AN students are the least likely group to 

complete advanced math and science courses and are underrepresented on AP exams 

(College Board, 2014; National Caucus of Native American State Legislators, 2008).  In 

2013, the nineteen states with the highest AI/AN populations had not closed the 

participation or performance gaps for AI/AN students on AP exams (College Board, 

2014), indicating inequity in receiving the benefits offered from AP programs. 

College Board (2014) acknowledges and aims to improve the inadequacies in the 

education of AI/AN students.  This is evidenced by the College Board’s first annual 

Native American Student Advocacy Institute in 2015 “to discuss new solutions, share 

best practices, and collaborate with colleagues to make a difference in the lives of 

American Indian, Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian students” 

(https://nasai.collegeboard.org/).  This convention signaled attention and potential for 

progress in AI/AN advanced education which has not yet been realized.  Further, College 

Board’s (2015) Equity and Access Statement indicates AP should be available to all 

students who are willing and academically prepared by “eliminating barriers that restrict 

access to AP for students from ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic groups that have been 

traditionally underserved”, making efforts to ensure the student makeup of AP classes 

https://nasai.collegeboard.org/
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reflects the population of the school, and providing students rigorous preparation prior to 

AP coursework. 

There are recognized benefits to taking AP courses and exams that are not equally 

attained by all student groups, including AI/AN students.  In the Tenth Annual Report to 

the Nation, College Board (2014) indicates:  

There is one clear, undeniable benefit awarded to every single student who enrolls 

in AP: opportunity. When coupled with a student’s hard work, that opportunity 

can have myriad outcomes whether it is learning to craft effective arguments, 

discovering a lifelong passion, building confidence, earning credit for college, or 

persisting to graduate from college on time.  (p. 27) 

Currently data support that the AP opportunity is not equally distributed across groups, 

including AI/AN. From a social justice perspective, this inequity demands attention. 

Typically, post-secondary institutions offer college credit for a 3 or above on AP 

examinations (Curry, MacDonald, & Morgan, 1999; Santoli, 2002).  College credit could 

provide an educational and economic benefit for AI/AN students’ post-secondary 

attainment.  Taking AP classes has been shown to provide the opportunities for rigorous 

course work, better instruction, preference on college admissions, and exposure to college 

expectations while still in high school (Klopfenstein & Thomas, 2009; Santoli, 2002; 

Solorzan & Ornelas, 2004).  If AI/AN students are not equally offered, enrolling, or 

achieving success in these courses, we must investigate why they are not.   

One percent of AI/AN students in the graduating class of 2014 took an AP course.  

They represented 0.6% of the AP exam-taker population (College Board, 2014). Cultural 

differences are not enough to explain this discrepancy as other minority population 
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performances, such as Asian/Asian American/Pacific Islanders and Hispanic/Latino, 

outweighed those of AI/AN and African American/Black students.  For example, 12.7% 

of the Asian/Asian American/Pacific Islander population scored a three or better on AP 

exams compared to half a percent of AI/AN students who scored a 3 or above on an AP 

exam (College Board, 2014).  Ogbu and Simons (1998) would explain, the disparities in 

exam representation and performance are the manifestations of larger societal dilemmas 

associated with being of involuntary minority status.  Ogbu’s (1987) theory of 

involuntary minority status guided this study and is discussed in greater detail in the 

following section.   

Conceptual Framework 

This study is grounded in the theoretical frameworks of Ogbu’s (1987) 

involuntary minority status and Huffman’s (2010) synthesis and discussion of structural 

inequality theory.  Involuntary minority status is a component of cultural-ecological 

theory that aims to explain why some racial minority groups fare well educationally and 

others do not (Ogbu & Simons, 1998). Structural inequality theory attempts to explain 

how cultural conflicts impact educational outcomes from a macrolevel view of large 

scale, historically endured oppression (Huffman, 2010).  Structural inequality theory has 

guided and been applied to other AI/AN studies (e.g., Forbes, 2000; Van Hamme, 1992; 

Wood and Clay, 1996). These two theoretical frameworks were mutually informing and 

provided a lens based on existing theories that I held in consideration when approaching 

the study. Figure 1 provides a graphic depiction of how the theories informed the 

conceptual framework of the study.  Each theory is discussed in more detail in following 

sections.  
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework.  The figure depicts contexts represented as concentric 

circles that envelop AI/AN students situated at the center.  The four large arrows 

represent the various structural inequalities that press in on AI/AN students. The arrows 

originate from the outermost circle and penetrate Advanced Placement, classification as 

involuntary minority, and touch the circle encasing AI/AN students to represent that the 

structures have impact upon AI/AN students. The two arrows originating from the center 

circle is indicative of components of involuntary minority status that push back upon the 

structures.   
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Involuntary Minority Status  

Ogbu’s (1987) classification of AI/AN students as involuntary minorities, and the 

subsequent negative effects this status has on their school performances within the U.S. 

education system (Ogbu & Simons, 1998), provided a conceptual framework for the 

study.  Ogbu, an anthropologist, was careful to indicate that his theories are not 

representative of individuals; rather he sought to explain group behavior.  Importantly, 

Ogbu and Simons determined through comparative research that no minority group 

performs better in school due to genetic superiority; no minority group is better at 

educating its children; no minority language is better suited for learning at school.   

On this last point, Ogbu and Simons (1998) demonstrated how native language 

speakers most distant from English (e.g., Vietnamese, Chinese) tended to carry higher 

GPAs than minority students who speak English or speak a language that more closely 

mirrors English, such as Spanish. Ogbu (1992) acknowledged that cultural and language 

differences may have some effect on school performance but they do not explain 

differences among racial minority groups.  Based on these considerations and empirical 

research, Ogbu’s macrolevel theory of involuntary minority student performance 

acknowledges there are system structures and barriers that enable discrimination and 

minority responses to education.   

Some of Ogbu’s (1992) research sought to determine why, as groups, some 

minority Americans tend to perform more favorably than other minorities in school.  

Ogbu’s theory of minority status provides an explanation.  Ogbu’s theory distinguishes 

between voluntary and involuntary minority status and suggests it is status not race or 

cultural incongruence that affects school performance.  Involuntary minorities experience 
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powerlessness as they become a part of U.S. society by force or against will, and they 

tend to interpret their subjugated place in U.S. society as forced upon them by white 

people. Involuntary minorities, which includes AI/AN, were conquered, colonized, 

dominated and have come to see their oppression as permanent with little to no option for 

recourse given the economic, social and political barriers they face. Voluntary minorities, 

on the other hand, have willingly come to America in search of better opportunity and 

view barriers as obstacles that can be overcome (Ogbu & Simons, 1989).  Unlike 

voluntary minorities, AI/AN students do not interpret the differences encountered in 

school, such as culture or language, as barriers to overcome, but rather as markers of 

culture to be maintained (Ogbu & Simons, 1989). Characteristic of involuntary minority 

status groups are the tendencies to be less economically successful, encounter more 

culture and language difficulties, perform comparatively less well in school than white or 

voluntary minority students, and be adversely affected by the caste-like education system 

Ogbu identified early in his research work (Ogbu & Simons, 1989).  The caste-like social 

status structure renders advanced educational opportunities rare for involuntary 

minorities.   

According to Ogbu’s theory, AI/AN, as involuntary minorities, have a dual frame 

of reference, both of which are negative and different from voluntary minority and 

dominant cultural frames (Ogbu & Simons, 1998).  As Ogbu and Simons explain about 

involuntary minority status:  

The first frame of reference is their social and economic status in the United 

States.  The second frame of reference is the social and economic status of 

middle-class Americans.  For involuntary minorities the comparison is a negative 
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one because they see their economic and social condition, as well as their schools, 

as inferior to those of middle-class white Americans.  They believe and resent the 

fact that whites have more opportunities.  They do not believe strongly that the 

United States is a land of great opportunity where anyone who works hard and has 

a good education will succeed…Because discrimination against them has existed 

for many generations, involuntary minorities tend to believe that it appears to be a 

permanent feature of U.S. society. (p. 171) 

Ogbu posits that given their history of mistreatment and discrimination, involuntary 

minorities are distrustful of white controlled institutions, which could include mainstream 

public schools, the U.S. education system, and components of College Board.   

Structural Inequality Theory 

Structural inequality theory also added to the conceptual framework guiding the 

study.  The study sough to understand a U.S. societal conflict, signified by the 

outcropping of the underrepresentation and underperformance of AI/AN students on AP 

exams.  Huffman (2010) discussed that specifically, structural inequality theory attempts 

to explain how cultural conflicts impact educational outcomes from a macrolevel view, 

not a microlevel view.  A main consideration of structural inequality theory specific to 

education is the power relationships between groups, in the case of this study, the 

relationship between AI/AN people and the dominant culture’s persistence to maintain 

the status quo of educational systems.    

Structural inequality theorists believe education serves the most powerful social 

interests (Huffman, 2010).  As involuntary minorities, AI/AN have less social, political 

and economic power than the dominant class and occupy the lowest social status in U.S. 
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society (Ogbu & Simons, 1998).  Considering this premise, it is not coincidental that 

AI/AN students do not have equal representation or comparable performances on AP 

exams to white students or voluntary minorities.  Structural inequality theorists assume 

that “historically created structural conditions have produced unequal opportunities for 

educational and economic successes; the educational institution is designed to serve the 

interests of the dominant society; minorities do not passively accept their daunting social 

and economic disadvantages but actively challenge the assumption that education will 

improve their lives” (Huffman, 2010, p. 73).   

Structural inequality theorist purport that the education system is designed to 

reproduce society’s inequities and maintain hegemony (Huffman, 2010).  Given this 

assumption, an outcome of the education system, intentional or not, is the continual 

conflict between competing social classes and their own interests.  According to Au 

(1993), structural inequality theory attributes educational disadvantage to “oppressive 

social structures that create vast inequalities in power and opportunity favoring the 

dominant group” (p 10).  In my study, AI/AN success on AP exams represents a 

convergence of competing interests.  The AP program offers the benefits of more 

rigorous academics, college credit and serves as an access point to higher social and 

economic status for AI/AN students.  However, offering these benefits universally 

jeopardizes both the elitist status that AP programs carry and the advantage for some to 

get ahead of others.  Consequently, there is continuous tension between reform efforts to 

provide equitable services and the structural influences upon the education system. 

Structural inequality theorists maintain that a component of education that 

preserves the hegemony is the use of standardized testing (Huffman, 2010), represented 
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by AP exams in this study. Standardized tests can be detrimental to AI/AN students as the 

tests require students to reflect the U.S.’s dominant worldview (Huffman, 2010).  As 

Forbes (2000) interprets, standardization is an attempt to protect Anglo-domination while 

negating multiculturalism and diversity.  AI/AN students differ from the dominant culture 

and lack in power compared to white students when approaching AP courses and exams.  

So, focusing on AP as an opportunity to equalize educational advancement for 

underserved students sends an overt message of a mission to reduce gaps but a covert 

message of assimilation and maintenance of the status quo through standardization.   

Structural inequality theorists also move beyond merely recognizing that 

American education may be culturally irrelevant for AI/AN students.  In this way, 

structural inequality theory differs from cultural discontinuity theory.  Structural 

inequality “looks beyond the mismatches between the culture of home and the culture of 

the school to the larger historical, political, economic, and social forces which have 

shaped relationships among ethnic groups in the United States. In [structural inequality 

theory] conditions of schooling are seen as a reflection of these larger forces” (Au, 1993, 

p. 10).  Cultural discontinuity theory, on the other hand, examines how the difference 

between the educator’s culture or the school’s culture and the students’ cultures presents 

challenges in communication, values, and learning, and may hinder culturally different 

students’ successes.  It focuses on identifiable practices in the day-to-day that may affect 

student learning, while structural inequality theory investigates broader system and 

macrolevel contexts (Huffman, 2008).   

Structural inequality theory has been criticized for discounting microlevel 

variables like teaching quality or instructional practices and relationships that would be 
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considered with other theories (Huffman, 2008).  These factors are beyond the attention 

of my research questions.  Plus, structural inequality theorists oppose cultural 

discontinuity theorists by claiming the microlevel factors are the observable outcroppings 

of the macrolevel and true conflicts.  That is, the microlevel and personal interaction 

conflicts are played out as a result of the macrostructural conflicts.  Thus, cultural 

discontinuity theorists do not focus on the “true sources, meaning and impact of the 

education experience for many minorities” (Huffman, 2008, p. 60). This study was less 

concerned with microlevel interaction between AI/AN students and their school 

environments as it was the larger social structural arrangements that present themselves 

as the underrepresentation and underperformance on AP exams.   

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to understand AI/AN students’ experience in AP by 

amplifying their own words and voices.  The study extends the research of Moore and 

Slate (2010) who determined that AI/AN students’ scores were statistically significantly 

lower than White students’ scores on every AP end-of-course exam.  Moore and Slate 

completed a quantitative analysis while my study utilized a qualitative lens to view the 

problem and endeavors to add to the scholarly research and conversation around AI/AN 

students’ advanced education opportunities.  The goals of the study were to (a) 

understand AI/AN students’ experiences with AP courses and AP exams; (b) reveal 

potential intersections of praxis to improve social justice situations for future AI/AN AP 

students; (c) inform educational practitioners and leaders to aid their decision making 

regarding AP programs and policies affecting AI/AN students; (d) contribute scholarly 

research to the study of AI/AN advanced education.  
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Research Questions 

The overarching research question for this study was: How and what do AI/AN 

students experience in AP?  To gain access to the overarching research question, the 

following research subquestions were explored: 

1. How and what do AI/AN students describe as their AP course experiences?  

2. How do AI/AN students understand AP as opportunity? 

3. How and what do AI/AN students describe as their experience of AP exams?  

Statement of Potential Significance 

Given the lack of empirical academic research focused on AI/AN advanced 

academics and their underperformance on AP exams, it is important to explore the topic 

if we wish to advance AI/AN educational situations to seek social justice. In order to 

begin improving AP access and performance for AI/AN students, we must understand 

how they experience AP. We must return “to the things themselves” (van Manen, 1990, 

p. 184) to gain a deep understanding if we are to aim at changing the contexts or altering 

the structures and services to improve educational experiences for AI/AN students. 

 Considering the lack of research on AI/AN student participation and performance 

in AP courses, this study contributes to closing this literature gap by adding to previously 

published research. Previously published research primarily examines the quantitative 

disparities between white and non-white minority students’ performances on AP exams 

(e.g., Conger, Long, & Iatarola, 2009; Flowers, 2008; Ndura, E., Robinson & Ochs, 

2003).  The findings of this study contribute to the field’s knowledge as it offers a unique 

angle: no published qualitative analysis examines AI/AN descriptions of their own 

experiences in AP classes and on AP exams.  Understanding the experiences of AI/AN 
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people who have recently lived an AP program could illuminate areas for improvement 

and lead to more equitable participation and achievement. 

This study has the potential to offer AI/AN peoples, policy makers, education 

administrators, teachers, higher education institutions, and community stakeholders 

information about how AI/AN students conceptualize AP.  This study provides data 

contributing to a more complete picture of AP from the vantage point of AI/AN students 

so that stakeholders and educational leaders may improve AI/AN AP educational 

experience.  The findings could help stakeholders who are concerned with minimizing 

achievement gaps and improving social justice for underserved students by underscoring 

possible structural inequalities.  The study also offers the potential for those in 

administrative and leadership positions to affect changes to contribute to the success of 

AI/AN students in AP courses and on AP exams.  Finally, the study raises awareness to 

inform decision makers about necessary training for pre-service and in-service AP 

teachers and administrators of AI/AN students.  Understanding the experiences of AI/AN 

students who have lived the phenomenon may better prepare educational leaders 

interested in social justice issues involving advanced educational opportunities.  

The study may also offer related benefits to other racial minority groups.  This 

study complements existing research of other racial minorities in AP and adds a 

qualitative lens to the research focused on AI/AN students in AP so we may come to 

know how to best support AI/AN students as they traverse advanced educational 

opportunities, specifically in AP settings.   

Summary of Methodology 
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Phenomenological research methods were used to explore how and what AI/AN 

experience in AP.  Phenomenology aligned with the purpose of the study and honored 

participants’ voices, a necessary element for the study as it aimed to contribute to the 

social justice of AI/AN students both in educational opportunity and as the subject of 

scholarly research.  The phenomenological design used to query this topic allowed the 

research to describe “what all participants have in common as they experience a 

phenomenon.  The basic purpose of phenomenology is to reduce individual experiences 

with a phenomenon to a description of the universal essence” (Creswell, 2013, p. 76).   

Specifically van Kaam’s (1966) method of analysis discussed by Moustakas 

(1994) in Phenomenological Research Methods was employed.  The procedures I 

employed included engaging in epoche, collecting data via in-depth interviews, 

organizing and analyzing data through grouping and reduction, thematizing, constructing 

individual and composite textural and structural descriptions, and finally composing a 

composite description representing the group as a whole (Moustakas, 1994, pp. 120 – 

121).   

In order to understand what and how AI/AN students experience in AP, data 

collection methods for this study were in-depth interviews with self-identified AI/AN 

participants who had previously experienced an AP program.  Following Moustakas’ 

(1994) methods of data collection and interviewing guidelines (pp. 114 – 118), the in-

depth, one-on-one semi-structured interviews were conducted with participants who 

experienced at least one AP course in a mainstream, public high school.  A researcher-

developed interview protocol with open-ended and probing questions was used to guide 

each interview.   
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After each participant was interviewed, the data was analyzed to explore, reflect 

upon and ultimately present the essences of the AI/AN experience in AP courses and on 

AP exams. Through horizonalization, a processes for treating data with equal weight and 

value (Moustakas, 1994), significant statements were highlighted in each transcript to 

understand how and what AI/AN students describe as their experiences in AP courses 

and on exams.  Units of meaning from the data were extracted to support the formation of 

codes, and then themes, all the while maintaining the fidelity of participant voices.  The 

themes were used to develop textual and structural descriptions which include thick, rich 

description and verbatim transcript evidence (Moustakas, 1994).  These descriptions, 

along with the essences of AI/AN students’ AP experience are reported in the findings 

section of this research project.   

Delimitations and Limitations 

 This study includes delimitations.  To specifically amplify the voices of AI/AN 

people as AP students, the research population of interest was limited to former AP 

students who self-identified as AI/AN and were between the ages of 18 and 24.     

 The study has limitations.  The study relied upon tapping into the memories and 

recollections of human beings.  This study was also limited by the ability of language to 

recreate an experience.  Language mediates between the actual experience and how one 

describes it in words.  Humans are limited in our ability to recreate experience using 

language as symbol.  

 Another limitation is that a human analyst with bias and judgment analyzed the 

data and may have emphasized and deemphasized particular data units based on personal 

subjectivity.  However, care was taken to set aside bias and assumption through epoche, 
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memoing and intricate data analysis by “returning again and again to the data to check 

the depictions of the experience to determine whether the qualities or constituents that 

have been derived from the data embrace the necessary and sufficient meanings” 

(Moustakas, 1994, p. 18).  Additionally, each participant and I engaged in only one in-

depth interview as opposed to two as is commonly practiced with phenomenology.  The 

purpose of a first interview is to establish context and trust; and the second interview is to 

engage in reciprocal dialog.  I took measures to establish context and trust prior to the 

interview.  

Summary 

This chapter provided an overview of the study including the research 

background, statement of the problem, purpose and questions, potential significance, 

theoretical framework and summary of methodology.  Despite measures to close 

achievement gaps, they still exist for AI/AN students.  AIAN students perform lower than 

their peers at all educational levels, including Advanced Placement performance 

(Education Trust, 2013; Moore & Slate, 2010).  Given the educational benefits AP can 

offer (Flores, & Gomez, 2011; Klopfenstein & Thomas, 2009; Morgan & Ramist, 1998; 

Santoli, 2002; Solorzan & Ornelas, 2004) it is a disservice to ignore this gap.  The 

purpose of this study was to understand AI/AN students’ experience in AP and sough to 

answer the research question: what and how do AI/AN students experience in AP.  This 

study was guided by involuntary minority status and structural inequality theory and 

approached the research question using a phenomenological design.      
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Definition of Key Terms  

 Achievement gap – the disparity in academic achievement that exists between 

two populations of students, as evidenced by standardized test scores (Rothstein, 

2004). In this study, the term refers to the gap between non-white minority 

students and white students. 

 Advanced Placement (AP) — AP is a rigorous academic program built on the 

commitment, passion, and hard work of students and educators from both 

secondary schools and higher education.  AP allows high school students to earn 

both high school and college credits simultaneously.  Students are awarded 

college credit after scoring 3 or above on AP exams. Taking AP also increases 

eligibility for scholarships and makes candidates more attractive to colleges. The 

AP program is standardized throughout the United States and is governed by 

College Board. (College Board, 2015b).   

 American Indian/Alaska Native – A person having origins in any of the original 

peoples of North and South America (including Central America) and who 

maintains tribal affiliation or community attachment. This category includes 

people who indicate their race as "American Indian or Alaska Native" or report 

entries such as Navajo, Blackfeet, Inupiat, Yup'ik, or Central American Indian 

groups or South American Indian groups.  It does not include Native Hawaiians 

(U.S. Census Bureau).   

 Equity – fairness and justice through policies, procedures, and practices.  

 Hidden curriculum –a byproduct of schooling in which students learn 

unarticulated, unwritten, unofficial, and often unacknowledged lessons or 
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messages of accepted and expected values, perspectives, beliefs, norms, cultures 

which are not a part of the intended formal curriculum. 

 Involuntary minorities – minorities who have been conquered, colonized, or 

enslaved and have become a part of U.S. society by force or against will (Ogbu, 

1989).  

 Mainstream – state controlled, non-private, non-tribally controlled, non-Bureau 

of Indian Education controlled schools.   

 Minority – Any racial/ethnic group categorized as non-White.  

 Opportunity – a set of circumstances that makes it possible to do something. 

 Transcendental phenomenology – an open investigatory method and procedure 

used to discover the nature and meaning of human experience in which the researcher 

is present throughout the process and aims at understanding participants’ experience 

through fresh perspectives.  (Moustakas, 1994).    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



21 

 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of AI/AN students in AP 

courses and on AP exams.  This chapter presents the relevant literature regarding AI/AN 

students’ experiences in AP, and provides the schema that undergirded the study.  The 

literature review is presented from a broad to narrow focus.  Discussion begins with the 

broad topic of AI/AN minority status and differences that affect educational performance.  

This discussion is directly related to the conceptual framework.  The literature review 

narrows to cultural and language differences; AI/AN education history.  Following this, 

the discussion moves to literature related to AP including AP purpose, benefits, and 

access; racial minorities and AP gaps; and AI/AN students in AP.   

Statement of Problem 

Closing the educational achievement gap between non-white minority students 

and their white peers is, and has been, a goal in the United States (US) for many years 

(Bali & Alvarez, 2004; VanSciver 2006).  While discourse has resulted in attention to 

important inequities and a narrowing of the gap in some cases, equality and equity has 

not been reached for AI/AN students.  Despite heavier attention in the last half century to 

righting the wrongs of our national past, AI/AN students continue to fall behind their 

non-AI/AN peers in academics.  Recent reform efforts focused on increasing rigor and 

college preparatory measures, including expansion of College Board’s AP program, offer 

noble intensions and benefits.  Unfortunately, the entrance, outcomes and benefits of AP 

are not equally attained by all student groups (Ndura, E., Robinson & Ochs, 2003; 
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Solorzan & Ornelas, 2004; VanSciver, 2006) which may serve to further gaps rather than 

reduce them.  

AP opportunity and achievement gaps and the lack of research attention to AI/AN 

students, especially in advanced courses, provided a broad context for conducting the 

literature review. The primary databases used to search the terms including American 

Indian Students, American Indian education history, Advanced Placement, Advanced 

Placement benefits, Advanced Placement disparities, Advanced Placement and minority 

students, Advanced Placement and equity and access, American Indian and school 

achievement were ERIC, ArticlesPlus, Education Source, and ProQuest for relevant 

studies published 1982 to the present.   

AI/AN Minority Status Impact on Education 

Minority status can have an impact on a student’s educational experiences.  In a 

review of Ogbu’s own 28 years of research, Ogbu and Simons (1998) discussed cultural-

ecological theory and the impact of minority status on school performance.  An 

applicable concept undergirding this study is Ogbu’s (1992) classification of American 

minorities.  Additionally, Ogbu’s theory discusses group community forces and the 

education system’s effect on racial minority students’ school performances.  Ogbu is 

careful to indicate that his theories are not representative of individuals; rather he seeks to 

explain group behavior.  Importantly, he determined through comparative research that 

no minority group is better in school due to genetic superiority; no minority group is 

better at educating its children; no minority language is better suited for learning at 

school.  On this last point, he showed how native language speakers most distant from 

English (i.e., Vietnamese, Chinese) tended to carry higher GPAs than minority students 
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who speak English or speak a language that more closely mirrors English, such as 

Spanish. Ogbu acknowledged that cultural and language differences may have some 

effect on school performance but alone do not explain differences among minorities.  

Based on these considerations and empirical research, Ogbu developed cultural-

ecological theory of minority student performance.  The theory involves acknowledging 

system structures and barriers that enable discrimination and minority community forces 

to explain minority perception of white treatment and responses to education (Ogbu, 

1992).   

One of Ogbu’s (1992) research foci sought to determine why, as groups, 

immigrant minority Americans tended to perform more favorably than nonimmigrant 

minorities in school.  Of interest and import for this study is Ogbu’s classification of 

voluntary and involuntary minority statuses.  Generally, voluntary minorities are 

immigrants who come to America hoping for a better future.  Involuntary minorities, 

however, are defined as minorities who have been conquered, colonized, or enslaved, and 

includes AI/AN.  Involuntary minorities have become a part of U.S. society by force or 

against will and tend to interpret their subjugated place in U.S society as forced upon 

them by white people.  Characteristic of these groups are the tendencies to have less 

economic successes, encounter more culture and language difficulties, perform 

comparatively less well in school than white or voluntary minority students, and be 

adversely affected by the caste like education system Ogbu identified early in his 

research work.  Ogbu determined that it is minority status, not race that affects 

performance in school and other societal facets.   
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AI/AN, as involuntary minorities, have a dual frame of reference, both of which 

are negative and different from voluntary minorities’ frames (Ogbu and Simons, 1998).  

As Ogbu explained  

The first frame of reference is their social and economic status in the United 

States.  The second frame of reference is the social and economic status of 

middle-class Americans.  For involuntary minorities the comparison is a negative 

one because they see their economic and social condition, as well as their schools, 

as inferior to those of middle-class white Americans.  They believe and resent the 

fact that whites have more opportunities.  They do not believe strongly that the 

United States is a land of great opportunity where anyone who works hard and has 

a good education will succeed…Because discrimination against them has existed 

for many generations, involuntary minorities tend to believe that it appears to be a 

permanent feature of U.S. society. (p. 171) 

In response to these frames, Ogbu identified an aspect of community forces which he 

calls instrumental responses.  This includes folk theory about the workings of society 

including role models and perceived paths to success.  He found that involuntary 

minorities have ambivalent folk theories because they believe hard work and education 

are important but have faced discrimination for so long they believe education may not be 

enough to overcome hardships.   

Involuntary minorities’ role models are considered with ambivalence.  Role 

models of an involuntary minority group who are considered to have “made it” generally 

have done so by rebelling against the system or by succumbing to the hegemony of white 

culture and denying their own heritage.  Ogbu posited that, given their history of 
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mistreatment and discrimination, involuntary minorities are distrustful of white-

controlled institutions, which could include school systems and the College Board (Ogbu 

& Simons, 1998).   

Recent research shows school policies and leadership practices negatively affect 

AI/AN high school students.  In a qualitative study utilizing informal interviews and 

survey data, Quijada Cerercer (2013) explored school curriculum and policies and found 

they adversely affected AI/AN students through feelings of dismissal and 

marginalization.  Findings indicated that curriculum and policies at the research site were 

used to police the bodies and minds of AI/AN students. The sample’s 21 participants 

attended a high-density AI/AN public high school in New Mexico, were student members 

of the Pueblo Nation, and had aspirations of postsecondary education.  The school 

population consisted of 66% AI/AN, 21% Latino/a, 13% White; most staff personnel 

were White.  Interview data illustrated school leadership did not embrace Native views 

and students felt dismissed and discounted by adults.  Students were cognizant of the race 

and colonization within the school curriculum and practices.  Quijada Cerercer cited a 

specific student who expressed, “Why do we have to learn the White man’s way?” (p. 

602). Quijada Cerercer determined this marked distinction showed that students 

understand that racial identity is constructed against the white male norm and the 

expectation from schools is for AI/AN students to assimilate.  Quijada Cerercer also 

found that teachers harbored low expectations for AI/AN students’ levels of engagement.  

To illustrate, participants related instances of when they were allowed to draw in English 

class rather than write or research.  Teachers seemed to assume AI/AN students were 

disinterested or unable to learn, so drawing was used as a mechanism for management 
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and to dismiss helping AI/AN students learn the content material.  The particular 

teacher’s actions in the study revealed he did not care whether AI/AN students learned or 

not; he was allowing them to fail (Quijada Cerercer, 2013). 

Culturally Responsive Schooling and AI/AN Students  

Culturally responsive schooling (CRS) may contribute to improving AI/AN 

academic performance, but some research refutes CRS as the answer to increasing AI/AN 

performances.  CRS is defined as instruction and school factors that allow students to 

maintain their cultural identity while being academically successful (Ladson-Billings, 

1994).  Castagno and Brayboy (2008) completed an extensive literature review of CRS in 

relation to AI/AN students.  Their review indicated that schools were not meeting the 

needs of AI/AN learners and considered that AI/AN epistemologies are different from the 

epistemologies of the mainstream, a difference that is not taken into account in schools 

void of culturally responsive environments.  They reported AI/AN epistemologies 

include a holistic emphasis, relational worldviews, concern for the nature of knowledge, 

and the purpose of using knowledge correctly for the good of a group rather than personal 

gain.   

Castagno and Brayboy’s (2008) review also revealed a number of cited reasons 

for the implementation of CRS. First, CRS is responsive to learning styles, particularly 

those of AI/AN students.  CRS can include visual, perceptual, global, and spatial learning 

styles. Second, CRS accounts for local knowledge; studies have shown improvements in 

learning and engagement when local knowledge plays a dominant role in instruction. 

Third, CRS reduces bias, reinforces cultural integrity of students, acknowledges native 
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languages, and fosters diverse knowledge systems; all of which can contribute to AI/AN 

successes (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008).   

Using quantitative research methods and a culturally responsive schooling 

framework, Lopez, Vasquez Heilig, and Schram, (2013) conducted multilevel analysis of 

data from 2,200 fourth grade and 3,600 eighth grade AI/AN students.  Using National 

Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) data, they sought to determine the extent to 

which AI/AN experiences reflected in 2007 NIES data were associated with achievement 

in reading.  The researchers controlled for certain student and school level factors and 

found that fourth grade AI/AN student performance on NAEP was statistically 

significantly lower for male students, students with individualized education plans, 

students identified as English learners, students eligible for free and reduced lunch, and 

students with high rates of absenteeism.  The students’ perceptions of teachers’ inclusion 

of AI/AN culture in the curriculum was found to be a significant variable, highlighting 

the perceived importance of a culturally aware pedagogy.  Student performance actually 

decreased as perception of inclusion of AI/AN culture increased.  This finding may have 

more to do with the hegemony inherent of the assessment measures than as an indicator 

or poorer performance as a result of cultural inclusions (Lopez, et al., 2013).       

In a quantitative study using data from 1,591 voluntary surveys collected from 

selected Oklahoma public schools, Wood and Clay (1996) sought an alternative 

explanation to cultural discontinuity theory for the academic underperformance of 

American Indian (AI) students.  Using average grade as the dependent variable and 

school attachment, self-esteem, year at school, socialization into society, AI attachment, 

percent AI blood, number of AI grandparents, both parents AI, and the extent of the 
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belief that one “must do well in school to get a good job” as independent variables, Wood 

and Clay (1996) used zero-order correlations and multivariate analysis focusing on the 

predicted effect of AI student perceived structural constrains on their academic 

performance.  Attachment to Indian culture measured respondents’ adherence to AI 

values, beliefs, and behaviors through a 9-item scale.  Socialization was measured 

through 38 true and false items taken from the California Personality Inventory which 

measures attachment to dominant (white) culture.  The data were collected from 352 AI 

public high school students, representing more than 20 different tribes in Oklahoma 

across five different schools regions.  Over 1,000 White students from the same regions 

were included, and the sample’s race collection was proportionate to the population; the 

sample consisted of 21.2% AI, the population consisted of 22.1%.   

Wood and Clay (1996) postulated that it was not a consequence of cultural 

discontinuity that rendered lower academic performance for AI students, but rather the 

students’ perceptions of limited opportunities in relation to academic success.  The 

researchers predicted that there would be a weak or negative association between “doing 

well in school is important for getting a good job” (“doing well”) and grade average for 

AI students, while they expected a positive association for white students.  The 

researchers found that if both parents were AI, the participant’s socialization to the 

dominant culture was significantly low and attachment to AI culture was significantly 

high, then the student’s average grade dropped significantly.  Further, they found a 

negative relationship between number of AI grandparents and socialization; number of 

AI grandparents and self-esteem; and number of AI grandparents and grade average.  

Wood and Clay determined the results of their study illustrated a contradiction to cultural 
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discontinuity theory because a positive relationship between attachment to AI culture and 

school attachment (a presumed white belief pattern) contradicts cultural discontinuity in 

which the more indoctrinated to minority culture, the less one identifies with the 

dominant cultural norms of the school.   

Wood and Clay (1996) then conducted multivariate analyses which revealed 

white and AI students do not differ significantly in the distribution of responses to “doing 

well”; the majority of both groups agreed that they need to do well in order to get a good 

job.  The researchers did not find that the perceived positive effect of “doing well” had an 

impact on AI academic performance, but it did have a positive effect on white students’ 

academic performances.  Ultimately, “doing well” impacted AI school attachment but not 

AI academics.  Assumed from this research, upward mobility for AI is more influenced 

by structural factors than cultural differences.  Three factors registered a significant effect 

on school attachment: socialization to dominant culture, percent AI blood, and self-

esteem. 

Wood and Clay (1996) presented a full discussion of their results as contradicting 

cultural discontinuity theory.  Partial support for their theory was shown through strong 

attachment to AI culture having no impact on academic performance.  Yet, a weaker 

commitment to dominant culture resulted in a significant decline in academic 

performance as measured by average grade.  The researchers’ analysis of percentage of 

AI blood, controlling for other factors, showed a negative impact on average grade.  The 

researchers discussed their theory of the negative relationship between AI blood and 

average grade stating traditional AI culture does not value academic achievement. This 

implication was based on assumption, but does drawn upon previous research including 
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that of Ogbu (Ogbu & Simons, 1998).  Wood and Clay argued that the more AI blood, 

the more identifiable a student is as AI and therefore the more cognizant of the influence 

of race-specific structural constraints on mobility.  The study, however, did not address 

this and may require a qualitative study.  Other limitations include the data were 

somewhat old at the time of the study, and even more so now, and the intention of the 

study was quite complex to be understood using limited factors.  Further, it is 

questionable if average grade is a valid measurement of academic performance.  Grades 

include homework which, if left undone or unsubmitted, can impact the student’s grade.  

Also, attendance may play a role, as missing work due to absences impacts grade 

average.  Though the researchers acknowledged their sample was not necessarily 

representative, the data do provide a good cross section of Oklahoma students at those 

high schools involved in the study.   

Another quantitative study focusing on achievement and cultural discontinuity 

showed similar results.  Powers’ (2005) study using cross-sectional survey data involved 

240 AI/AN students aged 9 - 18 attending school in an urban setting in the Midwest.  

Powers’ findings did not support that declining AI/AN achievement was associated with 

increasing discontinuity between culture of the school and culture at home.  Survey data 

of 58 items combined into 11 scales measured 10 education variables (e.g., student 

achievement, home to school collaboration) and affiliation with AI/AN culture.  Results 

showed negative correlations between age and student achievement, age and attendance, 

age and participation, age and achievement motivation.  Neither affiliation with AI/AN 

culture nor the extent to which the school embraced AI/AN culture was correlated with 

age.  The decline of success for AI/AN students due to low teacher expectations was not 
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supported either. However, Powers acknowledged failure to find statistically significant 

correlation between teachers’ expectations and age may have been due to insufficient 

sample size or indicative of low teacher expectations across age groups. Implications to 

consider as a result of this study are that AI/AN students may discredit the importance of 

school and may be less motivated to do well as they age. 

The Role of Language in AI/AN Education  

Language differences can complicate identity and educational success.  The 

diminishment of Native languages from 300 original to 175, of which only 20 are 

currently being passed on, demonstrate the effects of colonization and hegemony on 

AI/AN groups (Cohen & Allen, 2013). Many indigenous youth express a desire to learn 

and maintain their language and identify a loss of language as a loss of culture (Cohen & 

Allen, 2013).  Ogbu and Simons (1998) researched the symbolic responses of racial 

minorities recognizing differences in their own culture and language against that of white 

America and found that involuntary minorities, again of which AI/AN belong, interpret 

culture and language differences as barriers.  Yet, they have difficulty accepting English 

as the master language because they feel it is imposed upon them and denies or devalues 

the language of their collective identity. Considering this concept, colonization has 

“forced incorporation into U.S. society, and [given] their subsequent mistreatment, they 

develop a collective identity defined to a great extent by its difference from and 

opposition to white American identity” (Ogbu & Simons, 1998, p.175).  To reject one’s 

own language in favor of Standard English is interpreted as a loss and threat to identity 

and culture (Ogbu & Simons, 1998).  Ogbu determined language identity choice coupled 

with mistrust leads to reduced efforts and subsequent poorer performance in school.   
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Preserving custom and language by rejecting that of the dominant culture is an 

attempt to keep collective identity intact but may impact education attainment and 

performance.  In a recent study focusing on language preservation and standardization, 

Cohen and Allen (2013) explored the impact of standardization, specifically No Child 

Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001, on the AI/AN community and the effects of 

standardization policies on the promotion of sovereignty, liberty and equity.  Using 2009 

NIES data, they argued that English-only assessments used in standards-based reform 

(SBR) devalue AI/AN social and cultural capital.  Given the focus of my research, it is 

important to note that some schools use AP programs and testing results as a SBR 

measure (Klopfenstein & Thomas, 2009).  SBR harms an AI/AN community interest in 

preserving language because language preservation as a dimension of formal education 

runs counter to standards-based English-only assessments.  Cohen and Allen (2013) 

posited English-only assessments devalue the usefulness of Native languages and they 

deemed English-only SBR measures as undemocratic.  English-only assessments could 

partially explain the lack of AI/AN representation on AP exams.  There is an instability 

between equality and equity as Indian nations attempt to revitalize Native language and 

include it in education while attending to SBR movements and preparing for English-only 

assessments.   

AI/AN Educational History 

Given Ogbu and Simon’s (1998) analysis of group shared experiences and the 

role history plays in a group’s culture, it is helpful to consider the educational history of 

AI/AN.  While an entire historical account of AI/AN education is beyond the scope of 

this literature review, a review tends to confirm that assimilation is an ostensible goal of 
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AI/AN education.  Some scholars believe it is the primary goal (Quijada Cerercer, 2013).  

Subjection by colonization and racism is a shared, lived experience of AI/AN peoples, 

and education can be viewed as forcing cultural values and language upon AI/AN 

students.  Juneau’s (2001) A History and Foundation of American Indian Education 

Policy published for the Montana Office of Public Instruction categorizes seven periods 

in AI/AN educational history which coincide with other reviews (i.e., Reyhner, 2015): 1) 

Colonization of Indian Tribes, 2) Indian Treaty Period, 3) Allotment Period and Loss of 

Indian Land, 4) Federal Boarding School Era, 5) Tribal Reorganization Period, 6) 

Termination of Indian Tribes, 7) Beyond Indian Self-Determination from which two 

major eras emerge: missionary domination from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century, 

and federal government domination from the late nineteenth until the mid-twentieth 

century.  In 1972, the Indian Education Act, reauthorized in amendments to NCLB, Title 

VII of the Elementary and Secondary School Act, established an approach to meet the 

unique needs of AI/AN students, and recognized their educational, cultural, and language 

distinctions.  At the time the literature was reviewed, the act was current national federal 

legislation concerning the educational needs of AI/AN learners beyond what is provided 

by the Bureau of Indian Affairs. Since the adoption of NCLB, achievement has risen for 

every student group except American Indians (Reyhner, 2015). 

The Role of Advanced Placement   

The purposes of education can be competing.  Labaree (2010) discussed 

conflicting or ambiguous goals of the U.S. Education system by examining the essential 

question of the purposes of America’s schools and how they shape the system.  His 

foundational question asks:  Is the purpose of schools to increase democratic equality to 
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benefit the collective good, increase social efficiency through skilled workers fulfilling 

market interests, or increase social mobility through individual interests?  He claims it 

cannot be all three.  As democratic equality increases, social mobility decreases, and vice 

versa.  The necessary design for a system intended for democratic equality is different 

from that of a system with the purpose of increasing social efficiency or social mobility.  

The system is negotiated as these fronts continually influence reform measures. 

Hochschild and Scorvonick (2003), however, claim that school is to advance the 

American Dream which includes the dual purposes of attaining personal gain and 

advancing the collective good.  While difficult to do both, reform efforts utilizing College 

Board’s AP program is viable to increase personal gain and the collective good. 

AP was created as a cooperative effort between high schools and post-secondary 

educational institutions in the 1950s to provide the opportunity for high school students 

to earn credit or advanced placement in college classes.  Courses have continued to 

include an end-of-course exam generally comprised of multiple choice sections, essays, 

created art, or recorded performances and are scored on a 5-point scale to mirror the A 

through F grading system.  Typically, post-secondary institutions offer credit for a score 

of 3 or above (Curry, et al., 1999; Santoli, 2002).   

Participation in AP exams has consistently increased.  At its inception, the AP 

program primarily served elite private high schools and in the first year, 1,229 students at 

104 schools participated (Curry, et al., 1999).  In school year 1999 – 2000, 844,741 

students participated, and in 2013, 2,218,578 students participated in AP exams 

(CollegeBoard, 2013).  
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Beginning in the 1970s, school reformers began viewing AP as a means to 

improve underserved communities, especially for access to post-secondary education 

(Schneider, 2009).  In the 1990s and beyond, some education reform efforts focused on 

encouraging College Board’s AP programs in high schools as a means of increasing 

access to rigorous, college-like curriculum for all students, including those traditionally 

underserved (Flores & Gomez, 2011; Klopfenstein, 2004).  Section 1702 of NCLB 

encourages raising academic standards through AP courses, and in 2006, $3,867,284 

were distributed to 26 states to assist in achieving AP goals through test fee subsidies 

(Klopfenstein & Thomas, 2009).   

Benefits of the AP Program  

The outcomes of taking AP courses have been examined and are widely 

demonstrated to result in benefits. Taking AP courses in high school provides the 

opportunity for rigorous course work, exposure to college expectations, and the 

opportunity to gain college credit or exemption from courses by passing end-of-course 

standardized tests.  Many school districts add weight to AP courses allowing for 

augmented high school GPAs and advantaging college admissions prospects 

(Klopfenstein & Thomas, 2009; Santoli, 2002).  Most colleges and universities tend to 

favor transcripts showing AP courses (Solorzan & Ornelas, 2004).   

AP not only advantages high school transcripts in college admission decisions, 

but has also shown to provide college performance benefits.  Research has shown that 

students taking an AP course and successfully completing the AP end-of-course exam, as 

indicated by earning a 4 or 5, earn higher grades on the second, third, fourth, and fifth 

courses in the college curriculum than those students who take the introductory college 
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course (Morgan & Ramist, 1998).  Flores and Gomez (2011) found that regardless of a 

passing or failing exam score, students learn more, learn study skills, and gain 

educational confidence by taking an AP course in high school.  Santoli’s (2002) widely 

cited review of AP research examined the education benefits garnered from AP classes 

and found they reach beyond college preparation advantages.  Her research revealed 

students enroll in AP courses to participate in more challenging classes, have better 

teachers, and access the perceived benefit of having an attractive transcript for college 

admissions.   

Klopfenstein and Thomas (2009) found that studies showing passing AP exams as 

a predictor of college success do not translate to AP causing college success.  The 

misconception may place overemphasis on AP at the expense of other measures.  

Klopfenstein and Thomas conducted regression analysis to explore AP course-taking as a 

potential cause of early college success measured by college retention and GPA using a 

database of 28,000 Texas public school students who entered a Texas public university 

directly after high school graduation in 1999.  They included and controlled for several 

variables including student demographics, family characteristics, and high school 

characteristics.  Their results indicated a small but significant effect of AP experience on 

the likelihood of college retention, no significant effect on GPA for black or Hispanic 

students, and a significant effect on GPA for white students.  Klopfenstein and Thomas 

discussed that their results support the difference between college preparatory and college 

level courses, the latter of which is the intention of AP.  They recognized that at-risk high 

school students benefit from college preparatory courses.  Their research indicated that 

while AP course taking may be predictive of college success, they doubted participation 
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created a positive causal impact on college performance for every student.  What this 

means is, their results may be skewed and the predictive power of AP is likely the result 

of the high ability, motivated students who take AP classes rather than a function of AP 

course taking itself.  Once controlling for specific characteristics, Klopfenstein and 

Thomas found that high ability, motivated students do well in college even when omitting 

AP experience from the statistical model.      

Some research supports that there are subsequent college benefits to successfully 

completing an AP exam in high school.  Horn, Kojaku and Carroll (2001) completed a 

longitudinal study using a survey with 4-year college students who entered into their first 

academic year in 1995-96. They found that 19% of their sample had taken at least one AP 

course. They reported that students who completed these more rigorous curriculums in 

high school were more likely to have stayed at their initial college and stayed on track to 

a bachelor's degree. This finding is of particular import for the focus of my study 

considering the low attainment of 4-year degrees and the high rate of attrition for AI/AN 

college students.  Curry, MacDonald, and Morgan (1999) found that 75% of students who 

earned a score of 3 or higher on AP examinations went on to obtain advanced college 

degrees. Morgan and Manechshana (2000) found that AP students were more likely than 

others to get their degrees within 4 years. Furthermore, Morgan and Manechshana and 

Curry et al. (1999) stated that the majority of these students graduated with a 3.0 or 

higher grade point average. In a follow-up of AP students using survey data and 

quantitative methods involving university students, Thompson & Rust (2007) found that 

prior AP students rated their high school AP courses significantly higher as providing 

benefits than their general education high school courses.    
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Average AP scores may be a predictor of college GPA. In an exploratory study 

using 2008 College Board data and student self-reporting, Shaw, Marini, and Mattern 

(2012) utilized descriptive statistics, including hierarchical linear model (HLM) and 

correlations, to analyze the data of 74,501 first-time, first-year college students who had 

taken at least one AP exam in high school that could be considered on college 

applications (not inclusionary of AP exams taken in May of a senior year).  The 

researchers explored predictors considered in college admissions decisions which 

included number of AP exams taken, number of AP exam scores greater than 3, the 

proportion of AP exams taken out of all AP courses offered at the student’s high school, 

student’s average AP exam score, student’s highest exam score, and student’s lowest 

exam score.  Their results indicated that a student’s average AP exam score had the 

strongest relationship with first year college GPA, while the proportion of AP exams 

taken had almost no relationship.  Using HLM, the researchers determined that after 

considering high school GPA, AP exam score average and highest AP exam score had 

the strongest predictive validities on first year GPA.  Shaw, Marini, and Mattern noted 

that AP average exam scores are not typically considered by admissions representatives, 

and Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores still remain widely acknowledged, despite the 

predictive nature of average AP scores revealed in this study. Given unequal access to AP 

classes and exams, considering exam average in place of traditional admissions 

evaluations would likely result in disparities for racial minorities and low income 

students.    

A quantitative study indicated a positive relationship between AP exam 

participation and enrollment in four-year post-secondary schools (Chajewski, Mattern, & 
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Shaw, 2011).  Chajewski, Mattern, and Shaw analyzed data from the 2007 National 

Student Clearinghouse sample consisting of 1,523,456 students from 17,142 high schools 

nationwide who participated in AP and graduated from high school.  To provide cross 

validation, they split the sample into randomly sampled groups.  The samples were nearly 

equal and the sample sets analyzed consisted of 60.67% White, 14.68% African 

American, 7.18% Asian, 13.37 Hispanic, and 4.11% other.  The study did not specifically 

identify AI/AN.  The researchers categorized the participants by amount of AP exams 

taken where 0 represented 61.33% of the sample, 1 exam represented 11.83% of the 

sample, 2 represented students who took 2 or 3 exams and accounted for 13.39% of the 

sample, and 3 represented students who took 4 or more AP exams accounted for 13.46% 

of the sample.  Students who had not taken AP were eliminated from the analysis and 

researchers used the students’ Preliminary SAT/National Merit Scholarship Qualifying 

Test (PSAT/NMSQT) scores to control for the academic ability characteristics of the 

participants.  Using logistic regression, Chajewski, Mattern, and Shaw sought to reveal 

the effect of AP participation on the probability of attending college as compared to not 

attending college.  Results indicated that taking an AP class is associated with an 

increased probability of enrolling in a 4-year postsecondary institution; 83.33% of the 

students in this sample who took at least one AP exam did enroll in a 4-year 

postsecondary institution.  The researchers concluded that participation in AP exams 

suggests a predictive relationship to college going behavior.  They acknowledged, 

however, that participation in AP is not an exclusive indicator of subsequent college 

enrollment.  As AP tends to be more rigorous, it is reasonable that the students who 

enrolled in AP were academically proficient and college-bound, despite AP involvement.  
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Another limitation of the study included discounting the enrollment into 2-year 

institutions and the possibility for misrepresented data by National Student Clearinghouse 

from institutions that did not report; therefore, some students may have been identified as 

“did not attend” when in fact they had enrolled in a higher education institution.      

AP Access and Prestige  

Although there are many possible benefits of taking AP courses, some criticisms 

have been voiced. The program’s credibility and quality have come into question 

(Casement, 2003; Schneider, 2009).  As access has increased and more students are 

admitted to AP courses, the result has been a “watering down” of the intended rigorous 

curriculum (Schneider, 2009).  Klopfenstein and Thomas (2009) found that states that 

mandate schools to include AP programs and to pay the students' examination fees have 

the lowest AP scores.  Klopfenstein (2003) noted that exposure to a weakened curriculum 

in a class that was intended to be a college level course provides false perceptions of the 

effort actually required for college courses and inappropriately placing unprepared 

students in AP courses demoralizes them while diluting the class’s difficulty. Flores and 

Gomez (2011) disagreed with Klopfenstein and declared that all students could take AP 

courses if the necessary infrastructures were in place to prepare students for the rigor.   

Some researchers suggest open access to AP courses, which includes the removal 

of prerequisites or teacher recommendations, diminishes the elite status of AP and no 

longer signals heightened academic ability (Casement, 2003; Schneider, 2009).  Many 

schools have implemented an open enrollment policy for AP courses to increase 

participation.  Some schools even require students to enroll in at least one AP course 

(Mathews, 2010).  A case study using qualitative methods to examine the open 
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enrollment policy for AP courses in five school districts in New Mexico found that 

despite the policy, Hispanic, African American, and Native American students remained 

underrepresented when compared to the total population of their high school (McIlroy, 

2010).  Conducting a study guided by critical race theory, a theory investigating the 

relationships among race, racism, and power issues in a broad perspective, McIlroy 

employed two data collection methods: an examination of documents and interviews of 

school personnel who were knowledgeable of the processes to recruit and select AP 

course students.  Despite the schools’ intentions and commitment to open enrollment, 

equitable access was not realized.  Klopfenstein (2003) noted some researchers question 

the effect of open enrollment practices and consider the accelerated pace and college 

rigor as inappropriate for all students.  Flores and Gomez (2011) suggested the debate of 

increasing access versus securing the prestige of AP program has hindered the utilization 

of AP classes to close the achievement gap.   

As the AP program grows in the US, it is being abandoned by high status schools 

(Schneider, 2009).  Schneider asserted the AP program’s prestige and credibility have 

been threatened as it is more widely offered.  As AP access is reached by more people, 

the prestige or measure of distinction is reduced.  Thus, Schneider illustrated the 

difficulty of combatting inequity by simply increasing access to AP.  He stated, “In the 

case of the Advanced Placement Program, a greater push for equity has, ironically, 

incited a reaction that may, in the end, result in greater inequity” (p 815).  The “tug-of-

war” between those struggling for equity and those struggling to secure a measure of 

prestige via AP distinctions began shortly after the Cold War.  In response to blatant 

tracking, advocates for students from less privileged backgrounds rallied for an expansion 
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to the program (Schneider, 2009).  Schneider finds that the AP “brand” has diminished 

with demand and expansion.  Evident of the reduced prestige, Harvard which once 

accepted a score of 3 for credit, now requires a 5, University of Pennsylvania no longer 

allows AP credit to satisfy general undergraduate requirements, and highly selective 

colleges like Stanford, Cornell, and University of Virginia are less willing to allow 

students with exam scores of 4 or 5 to skip courses.  Casement (2003) concurred with 

Schneider’s findings.  In his critical review of the expansion of the AP program, he 

suggested it is illogical that quality could be maintained during expansion, citing college 

professors who feel successful AP completion does not equal college level proficiency.   

Schneider (2009) cited the reduced prestige as coinciding with the growth of the 

program in low and middle income schools. College Board’s mission is “to connect 

students to college success and opportunity. [They] are a not-for-profit membership 

organization committed to excellence and equity in education” (College Board, 2014). 

The commitment to excellence and equity arguably support open enrollment and access.  

Schneider stated that despite the possibility of elite schools abandoning the AP program, 

it does grow each year, namely in low and middle income schools and that these students 

may still benefit from the program.  Schneider confirmed that AP continues to benefit 

students in poorly funded schools and provides an advantage for some students in college 

admissions processes and decisions.  

In addition to increasing access, Klopfenstein (2003) proposed that placing 

teachers out of their fields without adequate support, using AP exam scores for program 

assessment, and communication failures contributed to the diminished appeal of AP.  At 

the time of the study, 24% of secondary classes in math, science, social studies, and 
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language arts were taught by teachers without a degree in the field.  This percentage is 

higher at high-poverty and high-minority schools (Jerald & Ingersoll, 2002).   

Minorities in AP Courses and AP Course-Taking Gaps 

Attempts to meet the demand for equity of access to AP have resulted in increased 

numbers of students taking the classes and exams, but a disparity exists between 

enrollment of white and non-white minority groups (Ndura, Robinson, and Ochs 2003; 

Klopfenstein 2004; VanSciver 2006).  College Board’s (2015) equity statement 

acknowledges gaps and encourages  

educators to make equitable access a guiding principle for their AP programs by 

giving all willing and academically prepared students the opportunity to 

participate in AP. We encourage educators to: Eliminate barriers that restrict 

access to AP for students from ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic groups that have 

been traditionally underserved; Make every effort to ensure their AP classes 

reflect the diversity of their student population; Provide all students with access to 

academically challenging coursework before they enroll in AP classes. (para 1) 

VanSciver (2006) noted U.S. public education as the great equalizer is a widely-

believed myth and education’s power to level the field for underserved populations is 

compromised when decisions tend to suppress low-income and racial minority students 

through low expectations.  VanSciver (2006) posited that factors impacting racial 

minority students’ scheduling decisions and the extent to which these decisions are made 

for them are two barriers to AP classes.  Through 77 interviews of minority and low 

income students enrolled in AP course at Seaford School District, a pseudonym for a 

Delaware school system, during the 2002-2003 school year, VanSciver found that racial 
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minority students tended to enroll in easier courses to earn better grades, consequently 

sending the message to school officials that they should not be enrolled in rigorous 

courses.  However, avoiding AP courses ultimately hindered students as they did not 

have access to difficult coursework providing the preparation for college success. Thus, 

denial of AP participation in high school equated to denial of preparation for college.  

Interestingly and contradictory to what Ogbu and Simons (1998) discussed, VanSciver 

noted that racial minority and low income parents trust educators to a fault with the 

educational decisions for their children and are unsure how to advocate for their students.  

Given this, Seaford School District, with a 45% racial minority student makeup, 

collaborated with College Board and implemented the Advanced Placement Incentive 

Program, grants for increasing the participation of low-income students in both pre-AP 

and AP courses and tests. During 2001-2002 school year, only one non-white student was 

enrolled in an AP course.  Part of the initiative was to identify and move racial minority 

students with demonstrated potential to more rigorous courses since most were scheduled 

in less rigorous courses.  Other elements of the program included summer institutes, 

tutoring, counseling, and teacher training.  As the program continued, AP course 

offerings grew, as did participation, and in 2006, 180 low income and racial minority 

students, up from the initial one student, participated in the AP program.   

Kyburg, Hertberg-Davis, and Callahan (2007) conducted a grounded theory study 

in order to find evidence of curricular and instruction modifications in advanced courses 

that promote minority senses of success and development for higher education.  Using 

three urban, high-poverty high schools in the mid-Atlantic region, the researchers 

conducted observations and interviews with teachers and students.  The data were 
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analyzed in three phases.  Their findings indicated that school environments where AP 

teachers recognize the diversity and complexity of backgrounds and remain cognizant of 

potential learning limitations, provided educational opportunity to traditionally 

underserved learners.  Additionally, a cooperative network fostered the expectation that 

all students would succeed given scaffolding and internal motivation.  A portion of this 

determination came by observing environments with fragmented or no supports which 

contributed to students’ decisions to drop advanced courses or programs.    

A 2008 case study of Fontana High School, a California school committed to 

expanding and securing the prestige of the AP program, indicated several barriers to AP 

expansion:  a) a lack of student preparation or course alignment to prepare students for 

the rigor of an AP course; b) scheduling conflicts and attempting to reduce class size; c) 

funding; d) attitudinal barriers, skepticism, and resistance from school personnel, parents, 

and students; e) students and parents unaware of the benefits (Flores & Gomez, 2011).  

Fontana High School served a population of at least 90% Latino and had not provided 

equal access to AP course to this group.  However, they did narrow this gap by 2010, 

when 88.2% of the AP test takers were Latino.  Their expansion program focused on 

overcoming the identified barriers and gained some success during this two-year study.  

Analysis of quantitative data indicated student enrollment in AP increased from 574 in 

2005 to 634 in 2010; however, the passing rate decreased from 49% to 31%. While 

school administrators admitted Fontana was not where they wanted to be in terms of AP 

success at the time of this study, they had increased the California High School Exit 

Exam pass rates, and had begun developing positive teaching practices they believed 

would generate the rigor for future AP success.    
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In a study of enrollment in AP classes as a function of ethnic and economic 

backgrounds and parental education or professional factors, Ndura, Robinson and Ochs 

(2003) determined that racial minority student representation did not equal their 

demographic proportion of the district, not including Asian students.  Using AP course 

data from 2002 – 2003 in a mid-sized lower-middle to upper-middle income school 

district of 10 high schools, 8 of which were included in the study, in the western US, 

Ndura, et al. used student self-reported surveys to gather data.  Results indicated that 

minorities accounted for 25.1% of the total sample population with over half of this 

statistic represented by Asian students, while minorities accounted for only 17.5% of AP 

enrollment.  This is one of the few studies that includes analysis of AI/AN students.  The 

researchers found that 1.6% of total AP enrolled students were AI/AN, yet they 

represented 6.4% of the sample population.  Though not focused solely on AI/AN 

students, Ndura, et al. posited a contributing factor to the underachievement of racial 

minority students was the disproportionate number of racial minority students enrolled in 

honors or advanced courses (Ndura et al., 2003).  The enrollment gap led to lower levels 

of learning; the lower levels of learning led to disparity in identification for advanced 

courses.  

Ndura et al.’s study also found that all demographic groups cited parents and 

teachers as having the strongest influence on deciding to take an AP course (Ndura, 

Robinson, & Ochs, 2003).  Non-white students answered “other” and “no one” at a 

greater frequency than Whites, 44.06% versus 11.11%, though.  This is resonant of 

Ogbu’s discussion of minority groups’ role models previously discussed in this literature 

review (Ogbu & Simons, 1998).  No statistical difference between racial minority and 
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white students was observed regarding the reason why students enroll in AP courses.  

Researchers found that students enrolled in AP classes were looking for a challenge or 

wanted to be around other smart people, want to earn college credits, and wanted to gain 

knowledge to be successful in and prepared for college (Ndura, et al., 2003).  The study 

also determined a relationship between family income and AP class enrollment.  Hispanic 

and AI/AN groups had the lowest number of students with professional or highly skilled 

parents.  These two groups also had the lowest number of AP students.  Limitations of the 

study include the inability to generalize beyond this district, and the constraints of 

gathering the survey data included AP teachers handing the surveys out to be completed 

in the first 10 – 15 minutes of class.  

 Using quantifiable longitudinal data of a large sample size from the Florida 

Department of Education Data Warehouse, Conger, Long and Iatarola (2009) sought to 

explain AP course-taking gaps between race, poverty and gender over time.  Using two 

high school student cohorts, one with a projected graduation year of 2002 – 2003 and the 

other of 2005 – 2006, they explored three possible explanations for gaps: under 

preparation for advanced classes, lack of course offerings, and high school characteristics 

that lowered the likelihood of enrolling in advanced courses.  When controlling for 

school level characteristics, Conger et al. found that in this sample, black and white 

students attended schools with the same access to advanced math courses and Hispanics 

were 6% more likely to attend a school with advanced offerings.  Thus, they determine 

that characteristics of students upon entry to high school is a more viable explanation for 

the course-taking gaps than school characteristics.  In fact, they observed that black and 

Hispanic students were advantaged by the schools they attended and were more likely to 
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take advanced courses in most subjects than similarly situated white students.  When 

comparing the data over time, they found that all demographic groups’ enrollments grew, 

but the enrollment gaps between racial groups actually widened significantly; White 

course enrollment increased more than others.  For example, black students taking 

advanced courses increased from 5.3% to 6.4% while White increased from 13.4% to 

16.2%. 

  The nexus between the achievement gap and the enrollment gap in honors and 

AP courses is important for educators to understand.  Closing the achievement gaps in 

elementary and middle school could narrow the achievement gap at the high school level 

and increase racial minority student enrollment in honors and AP courses (Killingsworth, 

2011).  In a longitudinal study, Bali and Alvarez (2004) conducted a multivariate analysis 

to examine when and how standardized test score gaps develop between minorities (i.e. 

Black and Hispanic) and white students.  Using data from diverse early elementary 

school grades in California, they confirmed racial gaps in test scores, and found that the 

Hispanic-White gap develops later than the Black-White gap and that both grow with 

age.  They offered and challenged three explanations for the gaps.  First, they considered 

the enrollment of minorities in lower-quality schools, but found that even after 

controlling for school attributes, the gaps still existed.  Second, to test for gaps as a result 

of standardized testing favoring white students, they found that when their analysis 

models were recalculated using students with the same initial skills by controlling for 

first grade skills, the gaps still existed.  Finally, they revealed trends in their data to show 

family, parental and environmental factors (e.g., English Language Learner, two-parent 

households, SES) may disadvantage racial minority students.  
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Using a mixed methods approach and Invitational Theory, a framework based on 

the belief that the key to success results from a school environment that fosters growth 

and development, Killingsworth (2011) evaluated students’ perceptions of the school 

environment to analyze the racial minority enrollment gap and how those perceptions 

impacted students’ participation in honors and AP courses.   Killingsworth found that 

Hispanic, multiracial, and white students attending a high school in the southeastern 

region of the US held their school in a more positive regard than Asian, Black, and 

AI/AN students.  Additionally, students who were exposed to honors or AP courses 

perceived the school more inviting than those who were not. The author suggested 

minority students’ perceptions of their school based on the factors of Invitational Theory 

revealed that increasing the level to which they view the school as inviting has the 

potential to increase their enrollment in honors/AP courses. While the study 

disaggregated for race/ethnicity within the sample, it did not report what proportion of 

minority students were enrolled in honors or advanced courses.  Other limitations exist, 

such as the researcher’s position as administrator in the school and the inability to 

generalize results beyond this particular school.   

Researchers using a critical race theory framework examined the access of AP 

courses and the educational outcomes of Latino and African American students in 

California high schools generally and in Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) 

specifically (Solorzan, & Ornelas, 2004).  Solorzan and Ornelas (2004) used data 

provided in the 2000-2001 California Department of Education for 780 high schools.  

They developed a measure to control for size of school and number of AP courses by 

dividing the overall high school enrollment by the number of AP courses available at the 
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high school and called this the AP Student Access Indicator (APSAI).  The researchers 

ranked each high school in the state based on this calculation and focused on the racial 

composition of the top 50 high schools in the state, and then did the same for LAUSD 

specifically.  The researchers’ results revealed inequities.  Latino students made up 38% 

of California’s total enrollment, but only 16% enrollment at the state’s top 50 schools, 

and 8% total enrollment for African American with 5% at the top schools.  Therefore, 

racial minority groups were less likely to be enrolled at the top AP schools and had 

reduced access to AP courses and the benefits therein.  Similar results were revealed 

when they analyzed LAUSD, California’s largest district serving 66% Latino and 14% 

African American.  Even the schools with the most diverse populations revealed an 

underrepresentation of Latino and African American students enrolled in AP courses and 

an overrepresentation of both white and Asian students.     

Flowers (2008) extends the investigation of AP benefits beyond educational 

benefits to economic benefits using a human capital theory framework.  Employing 

descriptive statistics with quantifiable data from the National Education Longitudinal 

Study 1988/2000, he explored racial differences in AP program participation to determine 

if students who participated in AP in high school obtained greater education and labor 

market access.  While no AI/ANs were included in the study, the data were nationally 

representative with 15,000 respondents, 28% of which were racial minority students.  The 

independent variable was whether or not the student participated in AP in high school; 

the dependent variables were college entrance exam scores, undergraduate GPA, highest 

degree obtained, and income.  Independent sample t-tests indicated statically significant 

differences at p <.05.  Flowers found that students who participated in AP programs were 
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more likely to score higher on college entrance exams, specifically African American and 

Hispanic students who participated in AP were likely to score 100 points higher on 

entrance exam than those who did not.  This finding was even more pronounced for 

Asian and white students.  Self-reported data also showed higher GPAs for AP 

participants than non-participants, with the largest variance between white and Asian 

students.  Findings also supported that all racial groups who participated in AP were 

more likely to obtain an advanced degree. Finally, African Americans and Hispanics who 

participated in AP earned $1700 – $2000 more per year than those who did not 

participate.  The researcher, however, did not indicate to what level or extent AP 

participation was measured.  For example, it is not reported if participation indicates 

successful exams or enrollment in AP classes as shown on transcripts.   

AI/AN Students and AP 

AI/AN students perform lower on AP exams than white students (Moore & Slate, 

2010).  In a quantitative study using Chi Square tests of College Board’s May 2007 data, 

Moore and Slate (2010) compared AI/AN and white students’ AP performances overall 

and on the 5 most common AP exams and found that AI/AN performed statistically lower 

than their white peers (Moore & Slate, 2010).  The data set was large and analyzed at the 

national level, including 1,529,895 white high school students and 11,293 AI/AN high 

school students who took AP exams in May, 2007.  The researchers compared the 

frequencies at which AI/AN students scored the top rating of 5 on AP exams and the 

lowest score of 1 to the frequencies of white students scoring 5 and 1.  They found the 

difference between AI/AN students and white students in their overall AP exam 
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performances to be statistically significant where 5.98% of AI/AN students scored a 5 

compared to 14.26% of white students scored a 5 on any exam.   

When comparing the 5 most commonly taken end-of-course AP exam scores of 

AI/AN to white students’ tendencies to score a 5, results showed a frequency of 8.02 % 

for AI/AN students compared to 19.40% for white students on Biology, 3.62% for AI/AN 

students compared to 10.73% for whites students on English Language and Composition, 

2.44% for AI/AN students compared to 7.08% for white students on Government 

Politics, 4.57% for AI/AN students compared to 12.15% for white students on U.S. 

History, and 11.75% for AI/AN students compared to 20.50% for white students on 

Psychology.   

Moore and Slate also disaggregated data for gender performance across groups 

and within the AI/AN group.  AI/AN females scored a 5 less frequently than white 

female students; 4.83% of AI/AN females had the highest exam score of 5 compared to 

12.0% of white females who earned a 5.  The researchers found statistically significant 

differences for Biology (7.08% versus 16.44%), English Language and Composition 

(3.42% versus 10.33%), Government Politics (1.53% versus 5.93%), U.S. History (2.83% 

versus 10.77%), and Psychology (10.34% versus 14.21%).  When comparing AI/AN 

males to white males, Moore and Slate found overall differences to be statistically 

significant. Results indicate 8.26% of AI/AN males had the highest exam score of 5 

compared to 16.91% of white males. Likewise, they found statistically significant 

differences for Biology (9.29% versus 23.58%), English Language and Composition 

(3.98% versus 11.41%), Government Politics (3.49% versus 8.30%), U.S. History (6.85% 

versus 13.73%), and Psychology (8.07% versus 20.07%).  Finally, Moore and Slate 
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analyzed the differences between male and female AI/AN performances and found a 

statistically significant difference in overall AP performance of AI/AN males compared 

to AI/AN females.  Nearly twice as many AI/AN males scored a 5 on an AP exam than 

did females, 8.06%, versus 4.18%.  The researchers compared scores of 5s for AI/AN 

males and females on the five specific AP tests and did not find statistical significance for 

Biology, English Language and Composition, and Psychology, but did find statistical 

significance for Government Politics and U.S. History.    

While Moore and Slate (2010) were able to use a large data set based on 

nationwide test scores, most school leaders and administrators work with small numbers 

of AI/AN students.  The findings, then, may not be applicable for practitioners intending 

to inform and improve their work specific to their AI/AN population. Further, the study, 

through no fault of the researchers, does not disaggregate AI/AN data based on the 

multitude of different AI/AN tribes. Also, it was not within the scope of the study to 

investigate why AI/AN students are earning 5s at lower frequencies than Whites. The 

researchers indicated the need for policy and curriculum to prepare students for academic 

rigor from the beginning of their schooling days and to increase participation in AP 

programs.  They noted that a suggested practice for AI/AN improvement in AP classes, 

using a “process-oriented” approach over a “product-oriented” approach does not align 

with the AP assessment or curriculum.  The researchers suggested professional 

development activities focused on improving teaching strategies used in AP classes.   

Ability Grouping and Tracking 

The Fourteenth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution forbids states from denying 

to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws, and it expanded the 
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protection of civil rights to all Americans.  The Equal Protection Clause forbids states 

from discriminating for arbitrary reasons.  Landmark cases pertaining to education and 

the Equal Protection Clause include Plessy v. Ferguson (1986) and Brown v. The Board 

of Education (1954).  In Plessy, the Supreme Court held that segregation based on race 

did not violate the clause.  This was overturned in Brown specifically outlining that 

education must be available to all on equal terms and denouncing the notion of “separate 

but equal” educations.   

Legal segregation was abolished with Brown v. Board, but segregation practices 

continue. Tracking, the process of placing students with similar needs into separate 

classes, has been called the second generation discrimination (Meier, Steward & England, 

1989).  Tracking has continued to pose issue in U.S. schools despite efforts and court 

proceedings, (e.g. Borders v. Rippy [1961], Stell v. Savannah-Chatman County Board of 

Education [1963] and Hobson v. Hansen [1966]), which ruled against tracking for the 

purposes of segregating by race.  

In Smuck v. Hobson (1969), the Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia 

Circuit ruled that ability grouping violated the due process clause of the Fifth 

Amendment given historical segregation in the district. It was determined in the case that 

the adoption or implementation of ability grouping is unlawful when characterized as 

arbitrary, capricious, or discriminatory. School district history is taken into account to if 

determine ability tracking is motivated by purposeful segregation.  

In McNeal v. Tate (1976) Fifth Circuit Court ruled that school districts under a 

Fourteenth Amendment legal obligation to desegregate may not employ ability grouping 

that results in significant levels of segregation.  In People Who Care v. Rockford Board of 
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Education (1997) where there had been no previous unconstitutional segregation, the 

courts named the burden of proof to demonstrate that ability grouping resulted in 

significant segregation and grouping was implemented for the purpose of segregating 

groups.  In Castenada v. Pickard (1981) the US Court of Appeals Fifth Circuit affirmed 

school systems can use ability grouping when the practice is motivated by educational 

concerns and not discriminatory motives.  However, in school districts which have a past 

history of unlawful discrimination ability grouping is subject to much closer judicial 

scrutiny. U.S. v. Gadsden; McNeal v. Tate – prohibited ability tracking to schools or 

classrooms.  

Tracking negatively impacts students placed in lower tracks.  Oakes (1987), a 

leading tracking researcher, provided a review of the tracking data showing that in some 

cases, tracking may benefit the few students at the top, but more often hinders students in 

the lower, non-college bound tracks.  She and others note (Burris & Welner, 2005; Meier, 

et al., 1989) that the lower tracks are predominated by minority and economically 

disadvantaged students which serves to widen the achievement gap, namely because 

students are unable to move out of the lower tracks once placed into them (Oakes, 1987).  

Carbonaro (2005) found that high track classes had characteristically better quality 

instruction than the instruction of lower tracks.   

School administrators have used tracking practices since the 1920s believing it 

helps students to reach their individual potential (Meier et al., 1989; Oakes, 1985).  

Further research, though, refutes this notion and has shown negative effects of tracking 

such as lowered self-esteem, widening of achievement gaps (Oakes, 1987), and 

preventing racial minorities access to rigorous courses (Allen, Bonous-Hammarth, & 
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Suh, 2003).  In an examination of two-year tracking decisions at three high schools, 

researchers found that tracking decisions were not based on pedagogical decisions but 

rather on curriculum structures, school cultures, politics (Oakes, 1995).   In a similar 

study conducted two years later, Oakes, Wells, Jones, and Datnow (1997) investigated 

schools participating in detracking reforms and found course enrollment decisions 

centered on changing norms and politics rather than the best student grouping decisions.  

In a mixed-methods approach, using survey data and focus group interviews, Allen et al. 

(2003) found that urban low-income minority students faced barriers to accessing high 

academic courses and other college-bound resources that their white and non-

economically disadvantaged peers did not.  Their study revealed that most tracking 

decisions were based on the school counselors’ and teachers’ racial stereotypes. Burris 

and Welner (2005) examined comprehensive school detracking efforts in Rockville 

Centre School on Long Island from 1996 – 2000 and found contrasting outcomes.  Using 

binary logistic regression analysis, they found that the minority enrollment gap in 

calculus decreased from 38% to 18% and there was an increase in the earned Regent’s 

diploma for all students. 

Removing blatant tracking procedures does not eliminate the occurrence.  Oakes 

(1987) noted that unplanned tracking often results by encouraging higher achievers to 

take advanced and more rigorous course offerings, leaving the lower tracks to the same 

underserved students.  

Legislation and court cases have resulted from disparities in access and 

enrollment to AP courses.  For example, Daniel et al. v. State of California (1999) was a 

civil rights class action law suit for low-income African American and Latino students 
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who had unequal and inadequate access to AP courses.  American Civil Liberties Union 

(ACLU) of California argued that African American and Latino students, and those from 

a lower income bracket, were systematically marginalized from attending California's 

most prestigious public universities due to disparities in the AP access.  The case did not 

reach trial; instead agreement was reached which included legislation for financial 

support to California public high schools to build stronger AP programs.  A second suit 

was filed against the University of California Regents claiming the unfair treatment of 

students of color who were disproportionately denied admission to state colleges at 

higher rates than white students.  The plaintiffs claimed that minority applicants were 

treated disparately because they did not have the added weight to GPAs awarded for AP 

courses because they did not have access to these courses at the same rate as their non-

minority peers.  The lawsuits resulted in $30,000 appropriations by the California 

legislature to expand or establish AP courses in disadvantaged school districts (Burdman, 

1999 in Santoli, 2002).     

Summary 

 Despite measures to close achievement gaps, they still exist for AI/AN students.  

AI/AN students perform lower than their peers at all educational levels, including 

Advanced Placement performance (Education Trust, 2013; Moore & Slate, 2010).  Given 

the educational benefits AP can offer (Flores, & Gomez, 2011; Klopfenstein & Thomas, 

2009; Morgan & Ramist, 1998; Santoli, 2002,; Solorzan & Ornelas, 2004), it is a 

disservice to ignore this gap and more should be done to investigate the disparities.  The 

theories of cultural relevance, structural inequality, critical race, and cultural-ecological, 

along with language complications, and SBR measures have been reviewed and shed 



58 

 

some light on factors and conditions that may contribute to AI/AN under representation 

and performance, but they do not reveal the whole picture.   

 Extensive research on racial minority performance on AP exams, particularity for 

black and Hispanic populations, reveal and discuss racial minority disparities (Ndura, E., 

Robinson & Ochs, 2003; Solorzan & Ornelas, 2004; VanSciver, 2006).  The review of 

the literature reveals scant information focusing on AI/AN participation and performance 

on AP exams.  Only one study specifically addressed AI/AN performance in AP (Moore 

& Slate, 2010).  My study addresses this literature gap by qualitatively exploring what it 

means to be an AI/AN AP student. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

Introduction 

Chapter 3 concentrates on providing a description of the methodology and 

research design used for answering the research questions. This study focused on 

understanding how and what AI/AN people experience as students in AP courses and on 

AP exams to add these new learnings to the education field’s knowledge base.  The 

current literature lacks attention to this population’s perspectives and how they 

experience the phenomenon of being students in AP courses; this study provides a 

qualitative lens elucidating the experiences of AI/AN people who took AP class(es) in 

public mainstream high schools. A transcendental phenomenological approach 

implemented by van Kaam (1969) and discussed by Moustakas (1994) in 

Phenomenological Research Methods was employed to answer the research questions.   

 This chapter includes rationale for the research approach, research design, 

research questions, sampling procedures, data collection procedures, data management, 

data analysis, credibility measures, limitations, and human participants and ethics.   

Epistemology 

Given the focus of this study, to understand how and what AI/AN students 

experience in AP by garnering data from research participants and amplifying and 

analyzing their voices, a constructionist approach was fitting.  I acknowledge my belief 

that knowledge is constructed.  Thus, as this study sought to understand meaning-making 

from individual expressions of experience where the understanding is derived from each 

participant then to a whole, the study was approached with a social constructionist 
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epistemology. Social construction acknowledges the relationship between the researcher 

and participants in which participants are considered co-researchers (Creswell, 2013).   

In keeping with constructionism, the study relied upon a co-construction between 

participants and the researcher of what it means to be an AI/AN AP student.  The act of 

relying upon participant experiential data to construct knowledge situated the control of 

research as shared between participant and researcher (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), an 

important recognition as the study’s participants may be distrustful of research being 

done to or upon them (Ogbu & Simons, 1998).  With phenomenology, research is 

conducted with participants.  This study used semi-structured interviews for data 

collection.  I relied upon the participants’ responses to describe their experience in AP 

courses and I reconstructed this reality through data analysis.  Further, the study involved 

exploration of student learning and meaning-making which I believe are situated as social 

constructions further establishing the applicability of a constructionist epistemology. 

Additionally, acknowledging my belief that AI/AN people have been victim of 

oppression by U.S. institutions, a constructionist framework was appropriate as it is often 

employed when the focus is upon marginalized groups (Ladson-Billings & Donner, 

2005).     

While I position reality as socially constructed and as having multiple 

interpretations from the perspective of each individual, I aimed to reach and identify the 

common essences of a complex experience and to describe it in rich detail.  Since this 

study gathered individual description and expression, approaching this study from a 

constructionist perspective validated each perspective while reconstructing the essences 

of a phenomenon.  I recognized that participant experiences were varied and I relied as 
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much as possible on the participants’ words to describe the phenomenon. While I made 

every effort to remain loyal to participants’ narratives, I must acknowledge that the 

constructions and descriptions were mediated through my data analysis and interpretive 

processes.  These processes are admittedly subjective, as the nature of phenomenology is 

to understand human experiences toward objects or things through human interpretation 

(Creswell, 2013).   

Rationale for Phenomenological Paradigm 

Qualitative methodology was selected for this study given the nature of the 

research question and the theoretical frameworks of involuntary minority status and 

structural inequality theory. Left unexamined by current studies is a qualitative focus to 

offer an understanding of AP as experienced by AI/AN students.  Swisher and 

Tippeconnic (1999) stress to researchers interested in the education of AI/AN students to 

concentrate on understanding AI/AN students’ perceptions as a central research focus. 

Cleary (2008) notes, “Few studies have sought the perceptions of [AI/AN] students 

themselves with regard to their school experiences” (p. 20).  Recognizing the lack of 

research focused on AI/AN advanced education, structural inequality theorist maintain 

that social forces may contribute to the educational experiences of AI/AN students 

(Huffman, 2008).  Based on these researchers’ recommendations and assumptions, a 

qualitative methodological approach was employed to understand and amplify arguably 

silenced voices of AI/AN AP students, information that could not be garnered through 

quantitative means.   

Phenomenology was selected as the most appropriate methodology for the 

research questions.  Phenomenology underpinned and guided the process to arrive at the 
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essences of the AP experience as lived by AI/AN students. The results provide a 

foundational understanding of the AI/AN AP experience that is currently lacking yet 

necessary for improving situations. Additionally, phenomenology was appropriate for 

this study because the focus was suited for researching several individuals’ experiences 

of a common phenomenon.  It is important to understand these experiences to develop 

practices or policies based on the deeper understanding of the features of the 

phenomenon (Creswell, 2013).  Phenomenological methods provided a pathway to the 

essences of the experiences of AI/AN students in AP, around which little research has 

been conducted, despite the realization of lower performances in AP courses and on 

exams by AI/AN students. Further, structural inequality theory “attempts to redirect 

scholarly attention away from micro-level phenomena such as interaction or 

communication dynamics” (Huffman, 2008, p. 59) toward larger forces (i.e., historical, 

political, economic, and social) which this study sought to assess through 

phenomenological means.  

Given the subjugation of AI/AN people, it was critical from a humanistic 

perspective to refrain from objectifying the research participants through statistical 

analysis or by comparing them to other groups.  Qualitative research allows us to 

understand the meaning and contexts of a phenomenon with a focus on words over 

numbers (Maxwell, 2005).  I made conscious decisions to avoid oppressive methods by 

employing a qualitative approach and enlisting participants as co-researchers rather than 

subjects.  I refrained from treating AI/AN research participants as minority members in a 

caste-like system by making conscious efforts to find understanding with them without 

any presuppositions.  With the implications of involuntary minority status theory in mind, 
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I avoided basing expectations about individuals’ school performances and behavior on 

racial group membership, I treated participants as individuals, and I worked toward 

building trust (Ogbu & Simons, 1998).  The study gave the participants, members of a 

traditionally marginalized group, voice through narrative and description.  Guided by a 

constructivist epistemology, involuntary minority status and structural inequality 

frameworks, and a transcendental phenomenological approach, I sought to understand the 

phenomenon of participating in an AP program as an AI/AN student from those who had 

experienced it.   

Overview of Methodology 

Phenomenology is a research method and a philosophy.  As a research 

methodology, phenomenologists aim to return “to the things themselves” through inquiry 

and wonder and pre-reflection without interpretation (van Manen, 1990, p. 184).  

Phenomenologist come to know the essence of a phenomenon as it is shown through 

participant description.  This requires the researcher to meet the phenomenon as freely as 

possible so the phenomenon may present itself as freely as possible to be described and 

understood as freely as possible (van Manen, 1990). Understanding is gained through 

reciprocal processes of dialog between the researcher and participants, reduction, 

analysis, and description.      

Human experience and behavior, the main basis of qualitative research, was 

viewed by Moustakas (1994) as having an integrated and inseparable relationship with a 

phenomenon of the person experiencing the phenomenon.  Experience with the same 

phenomenon, then, could be as varied as each participant, but phenomenologist strive to 

reach the common essences of the phenomenon because the attention is on the experience 
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not the individual. To use a person’s lived experience as the basis of research has special 

significance.  In qualitative studies, experience becomes the object of study, considered a 

return “to the things themselves” (van Manen, 1990, p. 184).   

Experience can be both passive and active, passive in the sense of what is done to 

us, and active in the sense of what we do. If we want to study the world as it is lived, 

researchers turn to direct description of experience (van Manen, 2014).  Researchers can 

explore experience through qualitative methods to provide concrete insights into the 

meanings of phenomena in people’s lives.    

 This study adhered to transcendental phenomenology processes and resulted in 

understanding the AI/AN AP experience through description without interpretations.  

Moustakas (1994) explains, the focus of transcendental inquiry “is exclusively and 

continually aimed at understanding human experience.  The research participants remain 

close to depictions of their experience, telling their stories with increasing understanding 

and insight” (p. 19).  Human experience is not considered text to be read or interpreted, 

but rather a comprehensive story mediated through language or other communicable 

sources.  Of paramount import with regard to transcendental phenomenology is the 

notion that, “[t]he depiction is complete in itself.  Interpretation not only adds nothing to 

heuristic knowledge, but removes all aliveness and vitality from the nature, roots, 

meanings, and essence of experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 19).  It cannot be 

overemphasized that the research process of this study culminated in description and 

understanding of participants’ experience, not interpretation. 

Statement of Purpose and Research Questions 
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The purpose of this study was to understand how and what AI/AN students 

experience in AP.  AI/AN students are underserved by the U.S. education system 

(Education Trust, 2013), lack the attention of empirical research (Moore & Slate, 2010), 

and are underrepresented and underperform on AP exams when compared to non-AI/AN 

peers (College Board, 2014; McIlroy, 2010; Wood & Clay, 1996).  This study sought to 

depict the essences of the phenomenon while underscoring AI/AN voices of experiences 

in AP courses and on AP exams.  The intentions of the research project were to 

understand how AI/AN students experience AP so we might move toward improving the 

experiences and performances in AP courses and on AP exams for future AI/AN 

students.  Participants’ dialog offered unique data that has not yet been accessed through 

scholarly research.  The findings of this study can guide the decisions of policymakers, 

AI/AN leaders and stakeholders, and school leaders and administrators to maximize an 

AP program’s potential for serving AI/AN students.  In order to do so, we must first 

understand the AP experience as lived by AI/AN students.   

Phenomenological design in research acquires the common experiences of the 

participants by arriving at the essences of what and how they experienced it (Creswell, 

2013).  Employing a phenomenological approach was aligned with this study’s central 

focus of understanding how and what AI/AN students experience in AP.  The focus of the 

study was also aligned with my personal wonder about and belief in equality and equity 

in education as a catalyst for upward mobility, or at a more profound, basic level, 

education as means to a more fully developed self.  These paradigms have imbued in me 

a concern for AI/AN students’ situations in education, specifically advanced education, 

and contributed to the development of the research questions which Moustakas (1994) 
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indicates should have both a social and a personal significance.  The overarching question 

asked, how and what do AI/AN students experience in AP?  The following research 

subquestions arose and were explored to further delineate the central focus: 

1. How and what do AI/AN students describe as their AP course experiences?  

2. How do AI/AN students understand AP as opportunity? 

3. How and what do AI/AN students describe as their experience of AP exams?  

Subquestions 1 and 3 supported the overarching research question by soliciting data 

around the textures and structures AI/AN students experienced within AP courses and on 

AP exams.  These subquestions did not exhibit negative or positive presuppositions but 

left potential for understanding the benefits and challenges AI/AN students face when 

traversing AP.  Subquestion 2 was developed in response to College Board’s (2014) AP 

mission statement which announces, “There is one clear, undeniable benefit awarded to 

every single student who enrolls in AP: opportunity” (p. 27). This promise is in contrast 

to Ogbu’s theory of involuntary minority status which assumes advanced educational 

opportunities are not accessible by oppressed racial minorities.  Subquestion 2 left the 

possibility to affirm or deny AP as opportunity for AI/AN students.    

The research focus and questions are further justified when considering 

Moustakas’s (1994) characteristics of human science questions.  He indicates questions 

should:  

1. seek to reveal essences and meanings of human experience. 

a. in this case the experience of AP 

2. uncover qualitative rather than quantitative factors in behavior or experience.  
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a. solicited via in-depth, semi-structured open-ended interview questions 

and reciprocal dialog  

3. engage the researcher’s self and sustain personal involvement. 

a. secured by my wonder about how AI/AN students are situated in 

advanced education in the U.S. and my propensity toward social 

justice  

4. not seek to predict causal relationships. 

a. the research questions and design make no presupposition about cause 

and analysis will not lead to identifying causes   

5. be illuminated through comprehensive, vivid description. 

a. the presentation of results will take the form of several descriptive 

pieces aimed at answering the research questions  

Research Procedures 

Following approval from the dissertation committee and The George Washington 

University’s Institutional Review Board, I began the research procedures presented in this 

section.  The following discussion explains the processes of the research design including 

sampling, data collection, data storage and data analysis.   

Sampling Strategy 

 I used purposeful criteria sampling to identify participants.  Creswell (2013) 

explains, purposeful sampling allows for the selection of participants who can inform the 

understanding of the central phenomenon of a study.  To reach potential participants, I 

contacted student presidents of several university’s Native American student unions, 

personal acquaintances at National Indian Education Association, National Congress of 
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American Indians, and a university professor in North Dakota. I used my personal 

network to reach additional potential participants.  Snowball sampling, a type of 

purposeful sampling, occurred as potential participants used their social networks to refer 

other potential participants. Snowball sampling helped reach potential participants to 

which I may not otherwise have had access.  

Sample Criteria 

 Purposeful criteria sampling allows the researcher to define the criteria of interest 

and recruit participants who exhibit the specified profile.  The following criteria were 

established for selection of participants in this study: 

 Self-identified as AI/AN 

 Took at least one AP course in a mainstream public U.S. high school 

 Between the ages of 18 and 24 

 Willing to be interviewed and audio recorded  

To that end, four participants agreed to participate in the study which is within Dukes’ 

(1984) suggestion of 3 – 10 participants for a phenomenological study. Given the narrow 

research focus and, as noted previously, the relatively small population of AI/AN 

students participating in AP courses and exams compared to other demographics, four 

participants sufficed. The four participants sufficiently provided the rich, thick 

description and generated adequate data to illuminate patterns, concepts, and the essences 

of the phenomenon.  The concentrated analysis and continual revisiting of the data on the 

part of the researcher barred saturation within a manageable amount of data. 

Research Site    
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 For this study, the interviews took place at a location of the participant’s 

choosing.  This facilitated their schedules and levels of comfort.  The study participants 

were asked to recall and reflect on a previously lived experience, so the sites where the 

participant experienced the phenomenon no longer applied. Thus, the places the 

participants lived and interacted became the field.  

One participant was unable to meet in-person, so we engaged in a virtual 

interview via Skype.  This participant is a “digital native”, a person born or brought up 

during the age of digital technology and familiar with computers and the Internet from an 

early age (Oxford Dictionaries Online, 2015).  Conducting a virtual interview was 

appropriate and comfortable for her.  This format allowed for the collection of rich, thick 

description of her experiences.     

The other three participants, at the time of the interview, were students at an 

Indian University located in the Midwest.  For these in-person interviews, participants 

chose locations of convenience which included a dormitory common living area, a hotel 

patio, and a café. Participants selected the time of day they preferred to meet and I 

accommodated their schedules.   

 As the study’s interest was on the lived experiences of a phenomenon which was 

not bound by geographical location or setting, the participants’ current locations or high 

school locations did not bear upon this study.  The sample unintentionally represented 

diverse geographical settings. The four participants attended high schools in Oklahoma, 

Kansas, California, and Arizona. 

While there may have been variances in individual AP courses across the 

participants’ locations, the research indicates increased rigor, perceptions of high quality 
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teachers, college preparation, the possibility for college credit, and culminating in an end 

of course exam as unifying elements consistent in AP courses (Chajewski, Mattern, & 

Shaw, 2011; Klopfenstein & Thomas, 2009; Morgan & Ramist, 1998; Santoli, 2002; 

Thompson & Rust, 2007).  This study focused on how AI/AN students experienced these 

courses and exams and I accepted that some microlevel characteristics might vary.   

The participant’s AP exam score or performance in AP course did not bear upon 

the research question.  Though previous research informing this study indicates that 

AI/AN students score lower than their peers on AP exams (Moore & Slate, 2010), this 

finding must not be misinterpreted to mean all AI/AN students fail courses and exams.  It 

is understood that on average, they score lower.  So, participants’ performances in AP 

courses and scores on exams were not essential when considering selection criteria.  

I considered that the individual participants would have varied backgrounds, 

cultures, languages, families, socioeconomic statuses, professional and higher educational 

experiences.  This did not pose issue for the study, in fact, it enhanced it as discovering 

the essences of the AP experience remained the constant focus. The selective, yet 

possibly diverse participant group enriched the potential for data analysis by providing 

myriad voices of the same phenomenon.  The purposeful sampling strategy 

accommodated elucidating multiple interpretations of the same phenomenon while I 

constantly bared in mind that the purpose of the phenomenological study was to focus on 

the specific, not gather a sample for generalization to the larger population (Creswell, 

2013).  

Recruitment and Selection 
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 To recruit participants, the researcher first contacted eleven university Native 

American student unions or Native American associations and received a response from 

five.  These avenues did not matriculate into viable leads.  Next, the researcher used 

personal networking with contacts to solicit potential participants. These efforts 

matriculated in reaching eleven potential participants.  All potential participants were sent 

a recruitment email (Appendix A), a demographic information sheet to determine 

eligibility (Appendix B), and an Informed Consent From (Appendix C).  Five potential 

participants responded, one of whom was excluded because she completed an AP course 

in a private high school.  She was thanked for her interested and informed she would be 

contacted should the parameters of the study change.   

Data Collection Procedures 

 To amplify the voices of AI/AN who experienced AP in high school in order to 

understand how they experienced this advanced education, I collected data to support 

answering the research questions.  Data were collected via the demographic information 

sheet, in-depth one-on-one interviews, and researcher memos.   

Demographic Information Sheet 

 All interested potential participants completed a demographic information sheet.  

In total, 5 demographic information sheets were collected.  The researcher reviewed the 

demographic information to determine eligibility and understood the return of the form as 

an invitation to initiate scheduling a time and place for an interview.  Four of the five 

potential participants who returned the sheet matched the sample criteria and went on to 

participate in the study.   

Interviews 
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 The researcher engaged in one-on-one, in-depth interviews as the primary means 

of data collection.  Interviews are the most common means of collecting data in 

qualitative studies (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994).  Moustakas (1994) indicates, 

“Typically in the phenomenological investigation, the long interview is the method 

through which data is collected on the topic and question” (p. 114).  Interviews allow for 

the generation of stories and thick descriptions of experience that are not easily garnered 

from other research procedures.   

Researcher Memos  

 I wrote or audio recorded and transcribed memos at various points during the 

course of the study.  I captured initial thoughts after data collection and recorded what 

resonated from the participant’s words after an interview.  Some memos, particularly the 

ones that were audio recoded, helped wrestle with emerging or evolving ideas.  I found it 

supportive to talk myself through data analysis.  I also kept methodological memos to 

reflect upon the research process. 

The Interview Process 

To prepare for collecting data, I engaged in epoche by spending time alone in a 

quiet place to consider and set aside judgments about what I expected to hear from 

participants (Moustakas, 1994).  Epoche allowed me the time away from the business of 

life to engage with my study and think about the topic and impending interviews.  This 

allowed me to clear my thoughts to find new and fresh ways of looking at things.  At the 

time of the interviews, I engaged in epoche so I could encounter participants in an open 

interview process free from bias or power relationships.   
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Because the participants were recruited via mutual acquaintances, I informally 

communicated with them 2 - 7 times via email and Facebook Messenger beginning about 

a month before our proposed meeting times.  The investment in establishing a trusting 

relationship and rapport with the participants prior to our interview was well spent as it 

enhanced their comfort with me during the interview.  

Before each interview, participants were reminded of their voluntary 

participation, provided an informed consent form, and instructed that their responses may 

be included in a doctoral dissertation.  Participants were also reminded that their 

identifications would remain anonymous and were asked if they would like to choose a 

pseudonym.  Only one participant did so; the others preferred to be referred to as 

Participant A, B, or C.  Each interview began with a social conversation to enhance trust 

and set a comfortable tone (Moustakas, 1994).  I explained the purpose of the study and 

acknowledged that I did not represent College Board or any educational institution.  

Participants were also told they would receive their verbatim transcripts via email to 

review. A copy of this email is included in Appendix E. Sending the copy of the 

transcripts increased the trusting relationship as I strove for complete transparency. 

Transcripts were digitally transcribed and prepared within hours of the end of the 

interview and sent via email to participants.  Participants were given five days to review 

the transcripts which resulted in only minor alterations and did not affect the meaning or 

spirit of the collected data.        

After opening the interview and establishing rapport, I asked my participant to 

think back and focus on her high school AP experiences.  I kept the interview protocol, 

which is contained in Appendix D, on hand and referred to it throughout each interview. 
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Phenomenological interviews are interactive, and require a researcher to be receptive to 

the participant’s statements of experience while encouraging a “rhythmic flow” in the 

dialog aimed at obtaining a comprehensive account (Moustakas, 1994, p. 122).  

Therefore, other questions were asked spontaneously, as they arose based on participant 

responses; other questions from the protocol were not asked at all. A phenomenological 

interview is an informal and interactive dialoging process between researcher and 

research participants (Moustakas, 1994).  The interview questions were altered, removed 

or new ones added as participants shared their stories about how they experienced AP 

courses and exams.  The questions asked in each interview were in support of the overall 

research question of the study: How and what do AI/AN students experience in AP?   

Three interviews were conducted face-to-face and one was conducted virtually via 

Skype. All interviews were conducted between October 2015 and December 2015 and 

lasted no more than 90 minutes.  I engaged in one in-depth interview with each 

participant following Moustakas’ (1994) phenomenological interview description.  One 

interview with each participant sufficed to collect the data because measures were taken 

previous to the interview to establish context and trust.  One interview sufficed to engage 

in reciprocal dialog around participants’ reflection of the phenomenon under 

investigation. During each participant’s interview, I listened intently to the stories and 

voices. We engaged in reciprocal dialog as I listened to learn about and understand their 

experiences. In this fashion, the participants and I had equal footing as co-researchers in 

the process.   

The interview protocol 
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Creswell (2013) notes, the phenomenological interview asks participants two, 

broad and general questions:   

1. What have you experienced in terms of the phenomenon?  

2. What contexts or situations have typically influenced or affected your 

experiences of the phenomenon? (p. 79).   

Under these two broad questions, I asked a series of interview questions aimed at 

rendering a comprehensive account of each participants’ experiences as an AI/AN AP 

student.  The open-ended interview questions elicited the data necessary to co- and re-

construct the shared understanding of the AP experience of AI/AN students.  Questions 

included on the interview guide were intended to facilitate participants in providing rich, 

thick description.  

 The interview protocol is contained in Appendix D. The following interview 

questions align with Creswell’s (2013) first general phenomenological interview question 

and assisted in answering the overarching research question and subquestions one and 

three.  The following interview questions are presented here numbered as they appear on 

the interview protocol for easy reference:  

4. What I would like you to do is picture yourself in the classroom and describe 

as fully as you can your AP experience as an American Indian/Alaskan 

Native.   

Possible probes: 

a. Tell me about how you learned, how you felt, and how you acted in 

your AP class. 

b. What was the most…part of the AP experience? 

i. rewarding 

ii. challenging 

 

5. Describe the parts associated with AP stand out to you. 

 

Possible probe topics: 
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a. Teaching 

b. Teachers  

c. Peers 

d. Exams 

e. Study 

f. Content 

g. Curriculum 

h. Coursework  

i. Status 

j. Opportunity 

k. Reward, benefit 

8. Describe as fully as you can your AP exam experience. 

 The following interview questions align with Creswell’s (2013) second general 

phenomenological interview question and assisted in answering the overarching research 

question and subquestions one, two, and three: 

6. Describe what you wished to gain by taking an AP course. 

7. Explain how you did or did not gain what you wanted from the course.  

9.   Explain what you hoped to gain by taking the exam. 

10.  In what ways did you or did you not gain what you hoped by taking the 

exam? 

11.  Explain how the exam affected future decisions.  

12.  How did the total AP experience affect you? 

Possible probe topics 

a. Expectations 

b. Perspectives on education opportunity 

c. Future goals and aspirations 

d. career 

 

13.  Describe what it means to you to have been an AP student. 

14. What advice would you give aspiring AI/AN AP students? 
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15. Is there anything else you would like to let me know about your experiences 

as an AI/AN AP student? 

Data Management 

The form of the data was the participants’ transcribed words relating their 

experiences and descriptions of AP.  Keeping their personal data and transcripts secure 

and organized was essential to the rigor and validity of the study.  Data was collected and 

managed in a way to protect the participants’ anonymity and prevent data from being 

lost.   

 All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed using Rev, a digital 

transcription application.  Each audio recorded interview transcript was assigned a code 

and matched to the hard copy transcription: Participant A. 10.27.2015, for example. Files 

were stored, sorted and maintained electronically using a password encrypted Microsoft 

OneNote and backed up on an external hard drive.  

 Additional steps the researcher took to manage and protect data include: 

 Used participant codes and pseudonyms 

 Stored hard copies of data in a locked cabinet in the researcher’s home office 

 Used two digital audio recording devices  

 Kept audio recordings separate from each other and in secured, locked locations 

 Used a password protected laptop throughout the study 

 Backed up documents and data on an external hard drive  

 Used a password encrypted OneNote to electronically store transcripts and assist 

with data management   

 Will destroy all audio recordings one year after publication of the dissertation 
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 Will shred all hard copy documents associated with data collection one year after 

publication of the dissertation 

 Will erase electronic files inducing the OneNote associated with the study 

Data Analysis and Organization 

 The goal of data analysis is to make sense of the data to answer the research 

questions (Merriam, 2009). It is important to note that since I did not know what would 

be discovered through data collection, data analysis occurred, at least in part, 

simultaneously with data collection.  Raw data were analyzed to transform them into new 

knowledge and understandings of what and how AP is experienced by AI/AN students.  

To complete data analysis by employing transcendental phenomenology methods 

and make sense of data, I followed Moustakas’s (1994) presentation of van Kaam’s 

method of phenomenological reduction.  Adhering to these methods, I analyzed raw 

interview data to explore, reflect upon and ultimately present the essences of how AI/AN 

students experience AP.  van Kaam’s model provided a guide to human research and a 

means to reaching a fresh, un-presupposed understanding of participants’ experiences in 

AP.  

Through phenomenological reduction and analysis, and from a fresh and open 

vantage point, I developed textural and structural descriptions leading to the essences of 

what and how AI/AN students experience in AP based on participants’ expressions. Data 

analysis included completing the following processes with each participant’s interview 

data: 

1. Conduct Horizonalization: List preliminarily groups, every expression 

relevant to the experience  
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2. Reduce and eliminate horizons to determine invariant constituents 

3. Cluster and thematize invariant constituents 

4. Construct for each participant an individual textural description 

5. Construct a composite textural description 

6. Construct for each participant an individual structural description 

7. Construct a composite structural description  

8. Develop a composite textural-structural description of the essences of the 

experience representing the groups as a whole  

Each analysis process is discussed in the following sections. 

Step 1. Horizonalization  

Before reading a transcript, I began my analysis by reviewing the purpose of my 

study and the research questions.  During data analysis, I again engaged in epoche.  Bias, 

preformed beliefs, and presuppositions were set aside allowing the phenomenon to be 

viewed from a naïve, for the first time, open vantage point.  Put another way, epoch is 

wonder; I wondered about my data.  As van Manen (2014) explains epoche is when “we 

are struck by wonder, we seem to have evaporated momentarily our present 

preoccupations.  The mind is cleared of garbage, so to speak…we are struck by the 

strangeness of this thing, this phenomenon.  Momentarily, we are speechless as when the 

mouth hangs open while being taken in by the wonder of something” (p. 223).   

I read each transcript, treated each as its own case, considered as itself, in its 

totality, and with its variations (Moustakas, 1994).  I thought reflectively and analytically 

about the data and made notes in the margins using emic and etic coding. Emic codes, 

those arising and built from the participants’ words (Creswell, 2013), allowed participant 
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voices to resonate and were used to determine the invariant constituents.  Etic codes, 

codes that speak to theory, were used when participant words represented elements of 

involuntary minority status and structural inequality theory.  

Each transcribed interview a data source, I completed horizonalization of the data 

to consider each participant’s expressions of her experiences. Horizonalization is the 

process of treating data with equal weight and value (Moustakas, 1994).  Horizons are the 

conditions that give the phenomenon its distinctive character and allow us to understand 

an experience in the form of statements.  I read, analyzed, highlighted, and listed each 

participant’s significant statements as units of meaning which became potential units of 

meaning that might move toward understanding how AI/AN students experience AP 

courses and exams.  Horizons are unlimited (Moustakas, 1994).  Horizons extrapolated 

from my data were limited by my own and the participants’ capacities to exhaust the 

experience.   

The units of meaning I explicated from the data were under consideration as 

essential horizons of the experience.  I remained cognizant that every unit of meaning 

must be considered with equal importance and acknowledged that at the beginning of the 

analysis, I could not be certain which meaning statements would ultimately remain 

meaningful (Merriam, 2009).   

Step 2. Reduction and Elimination  

I reduced and eliminated redundant or overlapping horizons in each data source to 

arrive at the invariant constituents.  Invariant constituents are the unique qualities of an 

experience (Moustakas, 1994).  They are the determined significant and relevant horizons 
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of the phenomenon. During reduction, each unit of meaning previously explicated was 

critiqued using two requirements prescribed by van Kaam (1966 in Moustakas, 1994):  

1.  Does it contain a moment of the experience that is necessary and sufficient 

for understanding it?  

2. Is it possible to abstract and label it?  

If an expression met both requirements, it was considered a horizon of the experience.  If 

an expression did not meet the requirements, it was eliminated.  Overlapping or repetitive 

units of meaning were either eliminated or reconsidered in other terms.  What remained 

were invariant constituents. 

Step 3. Clustering and Thematizing Invariant Constituents  

The next step in the data analysis included clustering and thematizing the 

invariant constituents.  To do so, invariant constituents were pondered through lengthy 

and deep, thoughtful reflections to group them into clusters which led to themes of the 

experience. After working through a transcript, I reviewed the invariant constituents and 

grouped them in ways that made sense (Merriam, 2009).  The clustered and labeled 

constituents moved toward becoming themes of the experience (Moustakas, 1994).  Final 

identifications of themes were tested against the transcriptions using two questions: 

1. Are they expressed explicitly in the complete transcription? 

2. Are they compatible if not explicitly expressed?  (Moustakas, 1994, p. 121).   

If themes were not explicitly expressed or compatible, they were reconsidered. 

To organize the analysis, I used a password encrypted Microsoft OneNote. I 

organized data and data analysis by creating tabs for each participant within the OneNote.  

The tabs included all the pages of analysis that corresponded to a particular participant. 
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OneNote’s features include tagging and searching which assisted in data analysis and 

retrieval. This process is much like that suggested by Merriam (2009) in which she 

describes creating file folders labeled with categories and cutting and placing each coded 

data into the corresponding file folders. Figure 2 exemplifies the pages contained within 

one tab of the OneNote. 

 

Figure 2. Contents of OneNote tab 

Steps 4. and 5. Individual and Composite Textural Descriptions  

Individual textural descriptions detail the what of experience (Moustakas, 1994).  

I completed this descriptive process with each data source by revisiting transcriptions, 

horizons, invariant constituents and themes.  The individual textural descriptions were 

then considered together to synthesize them into a composite textural description that 

detailed the what common to all participants.     

Step 6 and 7. Individual and Composite Structural Descriptions  

The individual structural descriptions detail how AI/AN students experience AP 

and expose underlying structures that account for or contribute to the experience 
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(Moustakas, 1994).  This component of the analysis moved toward describing the 

meanings and essences of the AI/AN AP experience and was supported by revisiting 

transcripts, horizons, invariant constituents and themes.  This process was completed for 

each participant then synthesized into a composite structural description to detail the how 

of the experience that was common for all participants.    

Step 8. Composite Textural-Structural Description 

Lastly, from the composite textural and composite structural descriptions, a 

composite textural-structural description of the experience common to all participants 

was developed.  The description presents plausible insight into the primal meanings and 

lived experiences of the phenomenon (van Manen, 2014).  The composite textural-

structural description is a synthesis of the textural and structural essences of being an 

AI/AN AP student and represents the group as a whole.  The composite textural-

structural description is the concluding component of phenomenological analysis.  The 

analyses processes taken together led to understanding the essences of the experience 

(Creswell, 2013).   

Subjectivity Statement  

 I cannot claim to be a scholar of AI/AN education, culture, or history.  I did grow 

up in Northwest Washington State near many Indian reservations, including the Lummi 

Indian Tribe whose students either attended the tribal school or the high school I 

attended.  So, it is likely that my awareness of this population is keener than some other 

educational researchers who experienced school in other contexts.   

During my pre-doctoral candidacy coursework and through conversations with 

colleagues and cohort members concerning equity and access, I recognized the neglect of 
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AI/AN students as a focal topic.  Throughout my scholarly readings, I was struck by the 

lack of attention on AI/AN students in general and specifically in advanced education 

courses.   

I spent the last two years of my classroom teaching career instructing twelfth 

grade students in AP Literature and Composition courses.  It was here that I began to 

notice the students’ and parents’ attractions to these courses.  There are perceived, if not 

actual, advantages for students who successfully complete these courses and score well 

on the end-of-course exams.  The literature is widespread with dialog concerning African 

American and Hispanic students’ access and performance in AP courses, but I could not 

help but wonder why AI/AN students were missing from the dialog.  My preliminary 

investigations of College Board’s reports indicated that AI/AN students performed lower 

on AP exams and were underrepresented in AP courses (as indicated by exam 

participation) compared to non-AI/AN peer groups.  I could not help but wonder why.   

 Phenomenology asks that the researcher gather and address the data from a fresh 

and new perspective.  I am not AI/AN, so I know no existence of being AI/AN; I did not 

take an AP course in high school, so I do not know AP as a student.  I have little existing 

perceptions of the experience of AP as a student, but I have witnessed the belief in its 

elite status and its reservation for high performing students to have access to this 

opportunity.   

Here, I must divulge my sympathetic nature to any distressed person or group.  I 

naturally cheer for the underdog.  I am drawn to issues of social justice, equality, and 

equity.  My hope is that my study sheds light on the experiences of AI/AN students in AP 
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courses that may lead to emancipation, but I full heartedly know my study is too 

diminutive to accomplish such a feat.  

I engaged in epoche during each interview and data analysis to set aside my 

presumption of hearing something from participants regarding their feelings of 

discrimination or oppression.  I did not want to color their expressions or bias the results, 

so I wrote memos in order to separate my thinking from their thinking.  My 

presuppositions only appeared as codes or themes after meticulously scrutinizing the 

data.  I also enlisted the help of a peer reviewer and included member checking to further 

safeguard against possible biases emerging.     

Credibility Measures 

 Measures were taken to increase the trustworthiness of the study.  Before 

endeavoring upon the research, I ensured the focus was of value to the field and in 

keeping with good stewardship.  In addition to working closely with my dissertation 

committee, I engaged in conversations and shared drafts of my proposal and interview 

protocol with individuals working in the field of AI/AN education including a program 

manager at National Indian Education Association (NIEA) and an assistant professor at a 

university in North Dakota who has worked closely with AI/AN students and matters.  

Both affirmed the focus as necessary, relevant, appropriate and in line with current 

efforts.   

As more traditional processes of evaluating reliability and validity in quantitative 

studies might not apply to qualitative studies, I took extra measures to promote the 

trustworthiness of the research process.  Creswell (2013) provides a framework of 

validation and reliability strategies to document the accuracy and stability of a qualitative 
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study.  The strategies used in this study include building a relationship of trust, 

triangulation, peer review, clarifying researcher bias, member checking, and rich, thick 

description (pp. 250 – 254).  Each credibility measure is discussed in the following 

sections.  

Relationship of Trust 

Trust was established in this research project by engaging with participants 

informally prior to our interview.  The study design included only one interview with 

each participant, so it was important to establish a relationship of trust and without power 

discrepancies previous to the interview.  Rapport was strengthened as the researcher and 

participants were introduced by a mutual acquaintance and the discovery that, merely by 

coincident, the researcher and participants are either working in or studying education 

fields. This discovery enhanced the relationship as one of trust as the participants 

believed the researcher’s altruistic intentions associated with the purpose of the study. 

 Further, enlisting the participants as co-researchers by asking them to review 

interview transcripts and provide feedback increased the transparency and trustworthiness 

of the researcher.   

Triangulation 

Triangulation occurs when the researcher corroborates evidence (Creswell, 2013). 

In this study, triangulation was met by collecting data from multiple sources and using a 

variety of methods.  The data sources included four research participants and the 

researcher.  The methods of data collection methods included demographic information 

sheets, in-depth interview transcriptions, and researcher memos.   

Peer Reviewer 
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I established an interpretive community by enlisting a peer reviewer and working 

with my committee members during data collection, analysis and presentation.  A peer 

reviewer with a confirmed doctoral degree provided an external check of my research 

processes.  The peer reviewer asked the hard questions about methods, meanings, and 

interpretations to extend and expose my thinking (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Clarifying Research Bias 

As detailed above, I acknowledged possible biases in a subjectivity statement and 

engaged in epoche during both the data collection and data analysis phases to keep the 

study as free from preconceived beliefs and preconceptions as possible.  I completed 

memos throughout the process to work through and capture my own perceptions and 

thoughts to further reveal possible biases and to clearly separate my perceptions from 

those of participants. Acknowledging my thoughts and possible biases through memoing 

helped reduce their influences during data analysis and reporting the findings. 

Member Checking 

Member checking, a practice where participants have an opportunity to review 

and remark upon accuracy was used to increase credibility (Creswell, 2013, Merriam, 

2009).  Lincoln & Guba (1985) consider it the most critical technique for establishing 

creditably in a qualitative study.  As participants were considered co-researchers, it suits 

that they had an opportunity to review data.  Participants were provided with and 

permitted to offer feedback on interview transcriptions. 

To confirm accurate data and minimize the threat of mistakes in transcription, 

members checking was implemented following the interview. The audio recorded 

interviews were digitally transcribed using the Rev Transcription application. Upon 
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preparation, transcription was immediately emailed to the participant to confirm or 

provide feedback within five days.  No substantial feedback was returned.   

Thick Description 

In the results section contained in Chapter 4, I provided readers with rich, thick 

description of experiences that are supported by interview excerpts.  The practice of 

detailing rich, thick descriptions enables readers to make decisions and consider 

transferability (Creswell, 2013).  By using detailed descriptions supported by interview 

data, I provided sufficient information for readers to determine whether the findings can 

be transferred to another context.   

Use of a Systemic Process 

“Using a method offers a systematic way of accomplishing something orderly and 

disciplined, with care and rigor,” (Moustakas, 1994).  The systematic procedures used in 

this study followed Moustakas’ (1994) delineation of van Kaam’s phenomenological 

methods.  While there is neither absolute requirements nor explicit steps that must be 

followed in phenomenological research, I applied the phenomenological model and have 

iterated my procedures and processes with enough detail for the reader to assess the 

study’s design and implementation.      

Human Participants and Ethics Precautions 

This study was undertaken only after receiving approval from the dissertation 

advisor and the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at The George Washington University. 

Ethical issues were discussed and addressed with dissertation committee members before 

beginning data collection. Every effort was taken to minimize risk to participants.  

However, with any research study, risk was involved (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 1998). 
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Potential risks, though minimal, were avoided by following the guidelines set forth and 

approved by the IRB at The George Washington University. Participants were 

interviewed upon their acknowledgement of their voluntary participation in a research 

project, the purpose of the study, and the procedures to be used. Participant anonymity 

was safeguarded via coded identifiers and pseudonyms associated with demographic 

information, audio recordings, transcriptions, data analysis and data presentation.   

Summary 

 This chapter provided a comprehensive description of the research methods 

employed in this study.  The study employed a qualitative, phenomenological design 

supported by a constructionist epistemology and aligned with the study’s purpose and 

conceptual framework. The sampling procedure resulted in the researcher engaging in in-

depth interviews with four AI/AN participants who had previously taken an AP course in 

a mainstream public U.S. high school. Phenomenological interviewing facilitated a 

powerful dialog resulting in the collection of raw qualitative data. Following van Kaam’s 

phenomenological reduction and data analysis procedures ensured the researcher and 

participants remained present in the study.     

The previous chapter included discussions of the methodology rationale, 

participant selection and sampling, data collection, data management, data analysis, 

credibility measures, and ethics.  Chapter 4 contains the presentation of results and 

findings.   
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Chapter 4: Results 

Overview 

 This study explored the experiences of AI/AN AP students by applying 

transcendental phenomenological methods.  This chapter presents and discusses the 

results of the study.  The findings serve to enhance the reader’s understanding of the 

essences of AI/AN students’ experience with AP by providing individual and synthesized 

descriptions that answer the research question: What and how do AI/AN students 

experience in AP?   

Chapter 4 is organized relative to phenomenological research methods.  It begins 

with participant profiles, followed by horizonalization, thematizing, individual textural 

descriptions, composite textural description, individual structural descriptions, composite 

structural description, composite textural-structural description, and summary. 

Participants 

 As discussed in chapter 3, potential participants were recruited through purposeful 

criteria sampling.  The sampling strategy resulted in four participants who agreed to 

participate in the study.  Each participant was interviewed once for a duration of 58 to 80 

minutes. Once transcribed, the interviews resulted in 115 pages of data. 

 The study’s sample was comprised of four AI/AN people who took at least one 

AP course in a mainstream public U.S. high school.  Though it was not a criterion that 

participants had college experience, all participants did.  At the time of the study one 

participant was a recent graduate of an Ivy League university in the Northeast, the other 

three participants were attending a Midwest Indian university.  Participants represented 
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diverse high school settings, though this was not intentional when recruiting participants.  

Table 1 presents participant demographics. 

Participant A 

At the time of the study, Participant A was a recent graduate of an Ivy League 

university located in the Northeast.  She completed four AP courses at a public 

mainstream, majority white high school in Oklahoma where she was raised traditionally 

with her family.  She was drawn to AP courses for multiple reasons including weighting 

her GPA, exemption from college courses, a belief that AP would have more to offer than 

general classes, and as a pathway to leave Oklahoma. In general, Participant A valued her 

AP experience, but upon learning that most prestigious schools would not accept AP 

exam scores in lieu of college courses, the exams became of little importance to 

Participant A. After completing her Bachelor’s Degree, Participant A returned to 

Oklahoma and was working in the education field.   

Participant B 

Participant B grew up traditionally with her Arizona-based Indian tribe who she 

described as being on the pow-wow circuit.  She spoke often and highly of her 

grandmother. She was the first in her family to go to college and they were very proud of 

her for doing so.  She took several honors courses and one AP course, AP U.S. History, 

in an Arizona high school.  Additionally, she was part of a program that afforded her the 

opportunity to take courses at a nearby college as a high school student.  At the time of 

the study, Participant B was studying education at an Indian Nations university in the 

Midwest.   

Participant C 
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Participant C grew up with her mother, step-father and sister.  She was born in 

Washington State surrounded by her tribal members.  At age 5, her mother moved her 

and her sister to Kansas.  Participant C kept in contact with some people she left and 

expressed a longing to reconnect with tribal members in Washington. Participant C 

completed two AP English courses in a majority white high school and was determined to 

earn college credits and bypass English Composition courses in college. She set high 

standards for herself to do well and to earn a four or five on her AP exams.  At the time 

of the study, Participant C was a college student at an Indian Nations university in the 

Midwest.  She was studying education aspiring to be an elementary school teacher and 

was active in AI/AN causes.  

Participant D “Amy” 

“Amy” grew up in California away from her tribe in Wisconsin but was within a 

close distance to another tribe.  She attended a diverse school with other AI/AN students 

but was identified by others as an urban Indian, one who grows up off the reservation. 

Amy was self-admittedly extremely competitive. She took four AP courses and enjoyed 

her experience.  Her family wanted her to focus on academics and encouraged her to plan 

for her future.  She iterated being “taught to have a five year plan” and sticking to it to 

receive the best education she could and graduate within the top 14% of her high school 

class.  
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Table 1 

Participant Demographics 

Pseudonym Location of 

High School  

AP Courses Taken AP 

Exam(s) 

Taken 

Age Gender 

Participant A Oklahoma English Language 

and Composition;  

English Literature 

and Composition; 

Art History; U.S. 

History  

Yes 23 Female 

Participant B Arizona U.S. History Yes 19 Female 

Participant C Kansas English Language 

and Composition; 

English Literature 

and Composition  

Yes 20 Female 

Participant D 

(Amy) 

California English Language 

and Composition, 

AP English 

Literature and 

Composition, AP 

U.S. History and AP 

Environmental 

Science. 

Yes 21 Female 
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Epoche 

Moustakas (1994) relates, “In the Epoche, we set aside our prejudgments, biases, 

and preconceived ideas about things” (p. 85). So that I could receive and retrieve data 

from a naïve perspective, I engaged in epoche before and during interviews and during 

data analysis. Through self-exploration and reflection, I recognized my own preconceived 

notions.  To be transparent, I must acknowledge I am sympathetic and would tend to 

blame structures or context that are in place to overtly or covertly promote oppression, 

discrimination, and institutionalized racism. Recognizing and admitting these biases 

allowed me to bracket and set them aside to approach my data as I was introduced to it 

exactly as it presented itself, freshly and as if for the first time each time. In the epoche, I 

set aside my presupposition so I could wonder freely about my data to ensure the 

participants’ voices resonated and my own did not. 

Horizonalization 

Applying van Kaam’s model of transcendental phenomenology, through this 

study I sought to understand the what and how of AI/AN students’ experience of AP.  

Conducting horizonalization, the process of treating data with equal value and 

eliminating redundant data (Moustakas, 1994), I read, analyzed, highlighted, and listed 

each participant’s significant statements which became potential units of meaning that 

might move toward understanding how AI/AN students experience AP courses and 

exams.  I repeatedly read and reflected upon the data to determine the conditions that 

gave the phenomenon its distinctive character and to understand the experience in the 

form of statements.  Horizonalization provided rich description relevant to experiencing 

the phenomenon of AP as an AI/AN student.   
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The following section includes a sample of the horizons from Participant B’s 

experience of AP.  The excerpts included here represent horizons that supported the 

formation of codes and themes.  I chose to share Participant B’s horizons because they 

represent both the unique aspects of her experience and common elements shared by all 

participants.  The complete lists of horizons for all participants are included in Appendix 

F.  

Participant B Horizons 

1. “I just took the one AP course, and that was a little tough when it came 

time for the AP test, because there's stress from the outside. There was just 

a lot happening. I told myself, ‘I'm not doing it again.’” 

2. “I remember reading a lot”  

3. “We didn't really touch base on anything Native American. That was just 

kind of skipped over, which I notice a lot now.”  

4. “We took a lot of DBQs, Document Based Questions. I think DBQs were 

most stressed.  Most stressed by the instructor, because that was a major 

part of the exam, other than the actual multiple choice.” 

5. “I was a little skeptical listening to the instructor. Not really factual, but 

there were things that were missing, and I feel like those were key things. 

They didn't really go too much into the wrongs that were done. I think that 

was just a big thing, just because of my background.” 

6. “Just the whole AP course we were taught to think critically and have that 

mentality, so I hoped the whole time that I was in that class, I was just 

like, ‘Okay, when are we going to talk about deeper issues than just 
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scratching on the surface and just moving past it?’ We never really went in 

depth with any of the information that was supposed to be presented, I 

think, and I think that just kind of trailed on. ‘Okay, what else are we 

missing? What other pieces of history have we not gone through and 

talked about just because it is not suitable for high school’ or just those 

concepts, they may seem like they're higher level, but it's an AP course.” 

7. “I was the quiet one, because everybody else was just loud. In my class, 

everybody took AP biology or something, and they all had classes 

together. That was my only AP class, so it was the only time I got to see 

them. They're all well introduced to each other, but I don't know. I didn't 

really feel like I could say something that could really [contribute].” 

8. “I kind of felt like the honors courses that we were taking didn't have that 

same course load, so we thought that we weren't on the same academic 

level and that we were just in that class by a mistake in creating 

schedules.” 

9. “I just got placed in it. I just accepted it, because my school told me that 

the test was already paid for, and I couldn't get out of the class, even 

though that I wanted to get out of the class.” 

10. “I don't regret it, but it's opened a lot of critical thinking ideas, and it has 

offered a different pathway in creating writing pieces and having to use 

articles to support what I believe in.” 

11. “I think I was just hoping to gain a good grade. A good GPA.” 
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12. “[T]hey just bombarded me with the test. ‘You didn't take this test. You 

still have to take the test. We're paying for this test.’ That was just really 

stressful. I guess that's really the decision making of me saying I'm not 

going to do it again.” 

13. “So that I could get the college credit, because they said if you score 

higher than a 4, or you get a 4 or better, then you get that credit to go on 

your college transcript.” 

14. “AP means very little to me right now since some people have come out of 

AP courses and haven’t gotten the credit where credit was due.” 

15. “I was able to knock [essays] out, and I guess be on a roll and then finish, 

and just kind of look at it like it was nothing.” 

16. “I know I felt really stressed [about the exam]. I didn't want to take the 

exam.” 

17. “I felt really relieved [after the exam].”  

18. “It was just for recognition on my diploma, it was important to me just to 

show that, ‘Hey, I got this. This is my honors diploma. I graduated at the 

top 14%, and this is here to prove it.’ To myself and my family, because a 

lot of my family members didn't graduate high school. Having that was 

just like ‘this is you. This is us. This is what I've achieved, but you're my 

family, so we have achieved.’ It's mainly for my grandma, but just having 

her be proud and me being proud holding it and having that.”  

19. “I've kind of held myself at a very high standard. I don't want to not 

achieve something when I know I can.” 
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20. “I think that was an opportunity missed when they just kind of flew by 

Native American things.  Since going to high school, I see all the missed 

opportunities to talk about history.”  

21. “The course load - that met my expectation.” 

22. “Sometimes our history isn't taught in textbooks, so I'd suggest to be 

skeptical of what is in textbooks, because in most textbooks, it's not from 

our perspective. I guess just kind of be skeptical. Maybe if the course 

instructor allows it, to ask questions on, ‘What about my people?’ Or, 

‘What about these people?’ Know that there can be change in the 

curriculum in the content that all it takes is a couple thousand students to 

do so.” 

23. “They don't want to put too much fluff of knowledge in there that would 

be potentially useless for the course exam that you will take and that all 

the stress is put on. I think it's all just for the test. It has showed me that 

the teachers care more, the administrators care more for the test than I 

personally could get out of the course.”  

24. “They come away from the AP course thinking that they know history 

well, and there's a lot of history that there are a lot of holes in that their 

knowledge. It's not a good experience, and the US history is written 

predominantly by Caucasian Americans. Providing a different perspective 

is kind of like going against what they believe in. It's just they tried killing 

us before, and I guess they're still trying to do so in textbooks. Either the 
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misrepresentation and just the complete annihilation but just trying to 

make it so we don't exist.” 

25. “That's the only thing that people will really believe. If it's not in a 

textbook, they won't believe it. I've experienced some people just looking 

at me like, ‘Oh, you're a native? You're still here?’ It's ‘still here’ as in 

they think Native Americans are extinct.” 

26. “I don't know what opportunities [AP] would have opened up.” 

27. “I was the only Native American student in that class.” 

28. “I felt like everything was in the European mindset.” 

29. “What they're discussing was like the individual and the individual doing 

things for themselves and not the community, because I've grown up with 

looking at the community and trying to improve that, instead of just going 

off and thinking of your own benefits from doing the one thing. Being 

open to new perspectives and things of that nature, it wasn't really present. 

I'm not used to the individualist perspective, because it's just too like, ‘I'm 

doing this. I'm doing this,’ and you don't think of anybody else. The way 

that I was raised was you do this so that everybody benefits, everybody 

does something. That's why when I said I got my diploma I was doing it 

for my family and my grandma, because there are people who don't get 

that same experience. I think the individualist mindset is a European trait. 

I don't know. That's really different than what I'm used to.” 

The presented horizons represent details from Participant B’s full interview 

transcription.  Each horizon demonstrates a distinct characteristic of her experience with 
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the phenomenon and represents a divergence or a convergence with other participants’ 

experiences.  Statements representing a divergence include “I felt like everything was in 

the European mindset”; “I told myself “I’m not doing it again”; “It has showed me that 

the teachers care more, the administrators care more for the test than I personally could 

get out of the course”. Statements representing convergence include “I was the only 

Native American student in that class”; “I remember reading a lot”; “We didn’t really 

touch base on anything Native American”; and “The course load – that met my 

expectations”.  Horizons contain a moment of the experience that was necessary for 

understanding the experience and were possible to abstract and label (Moustakas, 1994).  

I reduced and eliminated horizons rendering the invariant constituents.  Each participant’s 

invariant constituents were labeled and clustered before synthesizing them across 

participants into groups that made sense. The invariant constituents and how they led to 

themes are discussed in the next section and are presented in Table 2. 

Thematizing 

 Horizonalization and phenomenological reduction yielded the invariant 

constituents that amplified aspects of the participants’ AP experience.  After much 

consideration and analysis, I labeled the clustered invariant constituents as the following 

six emergent themes: (a) self-awareness, (b) frame of reference, (c) conditions, (d) 

dissonance, (e) silent acceptance, (f) identity.  Table 2 displays invariant constituents that 

supported theme development. 
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Table 2  

Themes and Invariant Constituents  

Theme Self-

awareness 

Frame of 

Reference 

Conditions Dissonance Silent 

Acceptance 

Identity 

Invariant 

Constitue

nts  

 

 

Self-

evaluation 

 

Deserved to 

be in AP 

 

Relief 

 

Preferred 

style of 

learning 

 

Support 

 

Stressed  

 

Lack of 

Agency 

 

Guilt 

 

Validation 

 

 

 

 

Feelings of  

inferiority  

 

Only Native 

in AP 

classes 

 

Only smart 

Native 

 

Lack of 

voice 

 

Sense of 

belonging 

 

Level of 

skepticism 

 

Individual 

gain versus 

community  

 

Self-

Comparisons 

 

AP as 

opportunity 

 

Effects on 

decision 

making 

 

Racial 

identity 

versus 

educational 

opportunity 

 

 

Classroom 

instructional 

strategies 

 

Textbooks 

 

Amount of 

homework 

 

Classroom 

environment  

 

Test 

preparation 

 

Disconnecte

d from 

curriculum 

 

Lack of 

multicultural 

texts, topics, 

or 

perspectives 

 

College 

preparation 

 

College 

credits, 

weighted 

GPA, grades 

 

Conceptualiz

ations of 

teachers 

 

Reward 

 

Test as 

priority 

Critical 

thinking 

versus force 

fed 

information 

 

Taught to 

think 

critically but 

taught to the 

test 

 

Taught to 

question but 

within a 

strictly 

prescribed 

curriculum  

 

Taught to 

think 

critically but 

only brush 

the surface 

 

College 

level versus 

high school 

level 

 

Credit given 

where it is 

not due 

 

 

 

 

Of 

curriculum  

 

Of Native 

American 

Topics 

 

Of 

Placement in 

AP classes 

 

Of AP as 

selective 

opportunity 

 

 

Tokenized 

 

Native 

encyclopedia 

 

Developed a 

complex  

 

As a test 

score 

 

Hold self to 

high 

standard 

 

Within the 

family 

 

Adult versus 

child 

 

Others’ 

perceptions 

of their race 

as AI/AN  

 

Trapped in 

the middle 

“Dancing 

that line” 

 

Isolation  

 

Acceptance 

versus 

rejection 
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Individual Textural Descriptions 

I analyzed the six themes and the horizons of each participant’s AP 

experience to develop individual textural descriptions.  The individual textural 

descriptions detail the what AI/AN experience as AP students.  Verbatim 

transcribed interview data are included in the individual textural descriptions to 

vividly present the conditions of the experience with clear images of what happened 

during each participant’s experience in AP. Each participant’s individual textural 

descriptions presented here are compelling pieces of evidence of the AI/AN AP 

experience.  Individual descriptions include both unifying and unique accounts of 

the AP experience.  

Participant A Textural Description 

The textures that pervaded Participant A’s experience were course load and 

materials, teachers and instructional practices, classroom environment, and 

tokenization.     

Participant A was struck by the large amounts of reading the AP courses 

required, “What keeps coming to mind is, I just keep thinking about how much we had 

to read.”  She was expected to read 30 pages nightly for one class.  The amount of 

required reading led Participant A to evaluate herself and determine she had not been 

reading very much before the AP experience.  She had considered herself a reader prior 

to the AP courses. While she did grow up reading books and entered the AP program 

knowing it involved a lot of reading, she was still surprised by the overwhelming 

volume and found it “very hard to get through all the material.” The large amounts of 

reading coincided with an abundance of AP course materials, including four to five 

college level textbooks. “The first day they gave us these huge textbooks that were like 
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500 pages, and we had to carry them around everywhere. Then we also had this 2- or 3-

inch binder that we kept all of our materials in.” Transporting copious materials was a 

normal condition of her AP experience.  

Despite the abundance of texts Participant A encountered as part of AP, she was 

not exposed to AI/AN or multicultural canon of authors in any of her AP courses.  

And not just like Native authors, but like black authors and Asian. Literally 

anybody but white authors. I always thought a lot about that, but I didn't really 

know what it was at the time. I was just like, “That's weird that we don't read 

like, Tony Morrison and like all these authors that I was reading outside of class 

or being suggested to read by my mom or her friend.”  

 

She expressed, “[AP teachers] didn’t cover any Native authors, fiction or nonfiction, in 

any of my AP classes which I think is important to know because if you're taking an AP 

U.S. or AP World History class, who better to write about Native history than a Native 

author?”  Participant A described feeling disconnected from the required reading and 

topics within her AP courses, “I think the only books I could read in high school that 

weren't by Native authors…were like romance novels, just because it was like a 

universal experience. Now…I'm very aware that it’s important or was important to me in 

high school [to learn] from people like me.” Participant A did not see herself represented 

demographically through the AP course text selections.   

A majority of Participant A’s instruction in AP courses focused on test 

preparation. In her AP history course, Participant A, “felt like [document based 

questions were] preparing [her] for the SAT or ACT writing portion.” When she took 

the SAT and ACT, she recognized the question format as document based questions 

(DBQs). She hated DBQs and initially found them to be of no value. She defined DBQs 

as “essays that you would write in college, but they just don't say they are essays, they 
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are document based questions. They are like stories and anecdotes about history.” In 

addition to using DBQs to prepare students for taking standardized tests, Participant A 

was struck by her courses’ “reliance upon multiple-choice questions” which she rarely 

experienced in college.  Participant A did not feel the courses’ reliance upon multiple 

choice questions was beneficial for preparing her for college.  She did, however, find 

the DBQs and other essay writing practice completed in AP courses prepared her for 

college.  Participant A attributed some of her self-evaluated writing successes to AP 

courses. She noted, “If I hadn't taken those courses, I would have not been as good of a 

writer. I wouldn't have known how to take hour long essay tests which were essential in 

my college experience.”  She also believed the amount of coursework related to her AP 

experience prepared her for what to expect in college.  “It wasn't until in college that I 

realized how valuable those classes had been for me…it really prepared me for the 

amount of work that I would be doing in college.”  While Participant A received 

specific preparation for standardized tests, components of instruction in her AP courses 

did prepare her for her college experience.  

The classroom environment was an important condition of Participant A’s AP 

experience.  Namely, Participant A felt most valued in a classroom that she imagined 

was like the college experience.  Participant A described a valuable classroom 

environment. 

She made us switch seats like every class period. She really made it feel like a 

college class. Whatever time you got to class that was where you sat. She had a 

coffeemaker in her room, and let us drink coffee, and for some reason, that really 

made me feel like we were adults, we are going to college…Her desk was really 

messy and it just reminded me of like, this is probably what a professor’s desk 

looks like. 
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 Sometimes Participant A felt like she “was doing the teaching or that the book 

was teaching.”  She experienced class content through two primary delivery 

techniques: “There was ‘the read the book, present the material, and I'll lecture one 

day.’ Then there was, ‘I'm going to lecture every day, just like this is college.’” 

Participant A preferred the lecture style because it prepared her for college, reminded 

her of learning from her elders, and the “material was a lot easier to understand. It gave 

our teacher the chance to teach the material the way she wanted to…As she [taught] the 

material, I think it gave me the opportunity to see that critical lens.”  On the other hand, 

Participant A felt relying upon group presentations to learn content was not beneficial.  

She attributed this judgement to an experience with a group presentation assignment 

focused on multiple aspects of Greece.  

The way the information was presented to me, it just wasn't connecting what I 

was supposed to be doing. He hadn't lectured on it yet, and the book was so 

confusing, and just going over my head…The way that my teacher had put forth 

the instructions to us, to do this presentation, take out all the information in these 

sections, from these four or five different books, it just didn't make any sense for 

me…The presentations were like awful because of that. 

 

The divergence between Participant A’s understanding of instructions and her perception 

of self, made her “feel really stupid.”  She knew about the social, political, cultural, and 

historical contexts of Greece, but the textbook and teacher’s directions for completing 

the presentation did not make sense to her.  The dissonance between what she knew and 

how she was required to demonstrate it frustrated Participant A. 

 At times, Participant A was tokenized during her AP experience.  In her AP 

courses, she was the only AI/AN student and was considered by others as the “Native 

encyclopedia” as if she should know all there was to know about Native American 

history and art.  Participant A experienced very little by way of Native American topics 
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in the curriculum. When Native American topics were included, she “didn’t want to say 

the wrong thing, so when they’d mentioned Natives in the class and everybody turned 

around and looked at [her], it was like, ‘Yeah, that's what happened.’” In retrospect, 

Participant A wishes she had said more, been more critical, or offered her 

understandings of Native American topics and history. 

In AP Art History, a class in which Participant A thought very highly of the 

teacher, Participant A experienced disappointment as she was tokenized and not given 

regard for her preference.  She was assigned a Native American topic because she was 

Native American, not because she was interested in researching Native American art. 

We talked about Southwestern Indian art, and I hated it…She just gave me the 

material and was like, “Well, we can't really cover this in class, so you're the 

Native kid, so you can just present this.” I, at the time, just disliked it, and was 

like, “This is not how you typically teach your class, so why are you doing this 

now?” but I did it anyway. I just remember feeling like, “I did not do that justice; 

I could have done so much better.” I only feel like it's 50% bothering me because 

I feel like I failed like Southwestern and Native people. The other part of it was 

bothering me because I had looked up to that teacher as somebody who was like 

down-with-the-cause, in-the-know, or I just assumed she wouldn't throw me 

under the bus like that. 

 

Because of the language, “Why don't you just do the Native art,” Participant A “just 

accepted it as the only option” for the art presentation, even though she had no interest in 

focusing on Southwestern Indian Art.  The silent acceptance still bothers Participant A. 

Participant A developed a “complex” about her Native identity fueled by 

attending a majority white school and being seen as the “only smart Native” who was 

“placed into those [AP] classes.” The complex emerged from competing elements of her 

identity.  On the one hand, Participant A felt like she deserved to be in AP courses 

because they could offer her more rigor than traditional classes.  On the other hand, she 

felt out of place at times and experienced dissonance.  
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Oftentimes, I felt like I was slacking, that I wasn't doing enough, that I should 

have been the best, but I think I was letting these other minorities…like they're 

Asian of some sort, so I'll let them do well and I'll just do whatever I can to get 

by in these classes. Even though the material was interesting and I [was] learning 

a lot...I didn't put as much in because it was like this complex was brewing. I 

don't know how to explain [the complex]. I know I am smart, and I knew I was 

smart, but I always felt way lazy because the way some of my teachers were 

teaching that class, wasn't really connecting with my learning style. In these 

classes I always felt really lazy because of the work that they were assigning, just 

didn't really connect with me, so it made me feel not smart. 

Participant A’s complex emerged from the dissonance she felt between knowing she was 

smart and feeling unique as a Native whom others perceived as smart.  She sometimes 

succumbed to stereotypes and felt guilty for doing so.  

Participant A’s AP experience led her to form concepts of qualified and 

disqualified AP teachers.  Qualified AP teachers should have sufficient content 

knowledge to manipulate the curriculum to meet students’ needs and choices.  Rather 

than assign the AI/AN student the Native art content, Participant A believed the AP 

teacher should understand the AP student enough to make suggestions for art critique 

aligned with interests, not races.  Additionally, AP teachers should “have the capacity to 

be able to teach outside of [their] own culture because [they are] expecting all these 

people of color to do that.” Noting that all of her teachers were White, Participant A felt 

it was “really annoying” to grow up in Oklahoma with a curriculum that ignored aspects 

of Native culture and history.   

Why aren’t we reading the plethora of Native historians, Native authors, Native 

poets, literally anybody? We’ve got all of them here. It just didn't make any sense 

to me. It was very, very frustrating, because it just seemed like that it's common to 

use the materials right in front of you…I don't think it ever occurred to [my AP 

teachers] like, “Hey, I should use this, use these materials.”   
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Participant A experienced disqualified teachers who instead “force [fed] you what we 

think about James Joyce.”  Further, they had not “traveled or done anything.  [They] just 

teach.” 

Teachers qualified to teach AP, should have an education from a respectable 

college, life experiences, and an interest in teaching.  

The only teacher that I really feel was like totally qualified to be teaching an AP 

course, was my [AP] senior English and humanities teacher, because she went to 

Stanford, and that's unheard of in Oklahoma. She traveled the world. I think she 

even had her master's. She was always the only teacher I felt like just knew what 

she was talking about and was genuinely interested in teaching us.”   

 

Contributing to the qualifications of an AP teacher was the treatment of students as 

adults. Participant A described that in a qualified teacher’s class they “were going to talk 

about real issues and think critically about Chaucer and about all these English authors 

that we were reading…she didn't treat us like little kids and just expected more out of us, 

than any of my other teachers ever did.”  Experiencing class as she imagined an adult or 

college student would was an important feature of Participant A’s experience with the 

phenomenon.  

Participant B Textural Description  

Textures that pervaded Participant B’s AP experience were course content and 

materials, instructional practices, exam preparation, and reward.  Participant B was struck 

by the lack of content around AI/AN topics and contributions in her AP U.S. History 

course.  From the first unit which focused on European arrival, she was taken aback by 

the one-sided perspective and the lack of embrace around multiple perspectives or 

cultures.  She attributed this negation primarily to the textbook and her teacher’s 

adherence to it.  Participant B came to know her AP teacher’s role as one of “just stay 



109 

 

along the textbook because whatever the AP exam will cover is in the textbook.”  When 

describing why the textbook was limiting she supposed that from a European mindset, 

“It's not pretty. It's not covered in icing. It's not a good experience, and the U.S. history is 

written predominantly by Caucasian Americans.” She described holding out hope that the 

class discussions and topics would expand, but they did not.  

 Participant B was concerned about the narrowly focused content due to highly 

focused AP exam preparation.  

There are things that should be covered but aren't covered, because it's not on the 

test. [According to teachers] there's no way you can put that in, because it's not on 

the test. It just gets really redundant. You can't do so many things, because it's not 

going to be on the test. You have to do so many things, because it's going to be on 

the test. 

 

She did not appreciate instruction that focused so narrowly on test preparation and would 

have preferred to study the topics in deeper and greater detail. She described, “Just the 

whole AP course we were taught to think critically and have that mentality, so I hoped 

the whole time that I was in that class we [were] going to talk about deeper issues than 

just scratching on the surface and just moving past it." Some teacher-directed actions she 

participated in to become prepared for the AP exam were a summer assignment to read 

the first few chapters of the college-level textbook, group and whole-class discussions, 

lecture-based instruction, DBQs, nightly reading from the textbook, chapter quizzes, 

annotations, and practice essay writing.  She described the DBQs were “most stressed by 

the instructor, because that was a major part of the exam, other than the actual multiple 

choice.”  Participant B did not value the DBQs, though they did help her perform on the 

AP exam.  She described feeling relieved when the AP exam was over because she 

“knew that [she] wouldn't be taking DBQs or have all those extra assignments.” There 
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was little room for student choice within the DBQs with most instruction and 

assignments stemming from the textbook.   

You would get a question, and you would have to answer it citing sources from 

the article, and using that information to provide a stance. It was just basically a 

really quick research type of thing where are the articles are already presented. 

You don't have anything to choose from, but you have a choice in what you write. 

It would all have to be a mixture of the documents and previous knowledge from 

the chapter or unit. 

 

Participant B did not feel the group discussions were valuable and thought “it would have 

been best to have it stay as a lecture sometimes.”  She had experience in college classes 

since her freshman year through a partnership with a local community college.  She 

descripted, “My learning it was more like a lecture. I've been in a college classroom since 

my freshman year, so lecture wasn't that bad.” 

 Though Participant B did not desire to enroll in an AP course, once placed in the 

class, she hoped to get college credit, weight on her GPA, and recognition on her 

diploma to show she graduated in the top 14% of her class.  These were both personally 

and collectively rewarding achievements “to [herself] and [her] family, because a lot of 

[her] family members didn't graduate high school.”  She described the achievements as 

reflecting upon her family members.  The weighted GPA and high school success made 

her family proud and as if there was so much more she could do. She earned the 

weighted GPA but did not earn exemption for a college history course.   

Participant C Textural Description 

Textures that pervaded her AP experience were college preparation, instructional 

practices, course materials, teachers and classroom environment, and dissonance.    

AP prepared Participant C for college by exposing her to the expected workload 

and professors’ expectations and by refining her reading skills and learning strategies.  
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As a part of her AP program, Participant C participated in summer assignments, 

Socratic Seminars, journaling, class discussions, writing papers, chapter tests, 

annotations, reading 16 instructor-selected novels over two years, and note-taking.  

Participant C felt note-taking was an essential skill learned in AP that prepared her for 

college. “Note taking became my best friend. I learned how to actually take notes, not 

just write everything down that was said or what was on the PowerPoint or anything 

like that.”  She described the experience with note-taking in her AP courses as 

something “you better figure…out, because it's something you're definitely going to 

need” in AP classes and in college.  

The preparation garnered from her AP experience that Participant C regarded as 

most significant was learning how to have an intelligent conversation.  Through her AP 

courses, she struggled with but learned to accept that others would not agree with her or 

fully understand her opinions. Participant C noted, “Forming an opinion and accepting 

everybody else's opinion but also accepting at the same time theirs might not be the 

same as yours…felt a little bit revolutionary for an eleventh grader.”  Learning to 

support and defend an opinion coupled with the teachers’ treatment of AP students as 

adults was rewarding for Participant C.  Participant C noted that maturity was an 

expectation within AP and this sense of responsibility and expectation made her feel 

more adult-like.   

There’s no one sitting over my shoulder right now in college [saying] “You 

better get this done. You better get this done.”  Having that, or at least a dose of 

that in high school definitely hardened me up for college. I'm a master of my own 

time. 
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Other parts of AP prepared Participant C for taking tests.  The skills practiced 

and learned in AP classes tended to focus on performing well on exams, though 

performance scores on AP exams were not stressed by teachers.   

It was mostly papers and learning how to write papers and take tests well, not 

score-wise, but being able to think critically and analytically about what is being 

asked of you. I ended up learning those skills...It was definitely geared towards 

the AP exam.   

 

Participant C took several practice AP exams in class to prepare for the actual AP exam.  

Additionally, the focus on exam preparation helped Participant C do well on education 

certification exams she encountered in college as a part of her teacher preparatory 

program.  She was thankful for the exposure to standardized testing in high school so 

that they were not new to her in college.  

 The teachers and classroom environment mattered to Participant C’s experience 

in AP.  She described one AP classroom. 

Desks were in rows to face the teacher. He wasn't as old schooled in his 

instruction as the setup of his classroom was. He always had a story for 

something but it all related back to either the book we were talking about or the 

ideas that we were going over. 

 

Participant C felt the stories provided connections and relevance to what she was 

learning in class. Despite the lack of diversity in the texts chosen by the instructors, 

Participant C appreciated exploring the classics by “trying to understand why people 

write the way that they do and understand the ideas behind it.” She explained, her 

teachers “played into us being treated as adults and being treated as we have an opinion 

and we were allowed to have an opinion on this. The books that he chose were all 

classics. They were definitely one side or the other kind of books” that the class 

discussed and were encouraged to form opinions. The treatment of AP students as adults 
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and as valuable beings struck Participant C as an important part of her AP experience.  

“The acknowledgement that we are intelligent students. We weren’t empty cups for 

them to fill with what they want. We have something to bring.” 

 Taking AP courses contributed to Participant C’s self-awareness.  She learned she 

studied best by being uncomfortable. “I ended up reading…at the kitchen table, because 

it wasn't exactly comfortable. We had hard tables. Or sitting on the floor or somewhere 

uncomfortable so I would get it done.”  She also recognized herself as both a contributor 

and receiver of knowledge in AP courses.  Through Socratic Seminar, she contributed to 

knowledge by formulating questions and opinions.  She acted as a receiver of knowledge 

when asked to make sense of information presented by the teacher so she could be tested 

upon it. Participant C appreciated the balance. 

Participant C experienced a sense of “stuck in between” because of her 

participation in AP. Participant C felt “in between” in relation to her family, her friends 

and her culture as she experienced AP as an AI/AN student. She described her position 

within the family as one of “damned if I do well, damned if I don’t do well.”  She was 

seen as the “odd one” in the family because she focused so much on school, especially 

AP classes.  Doing well separated Participant C from her family. They viewed her as “the 

weird one that would rather be inside reading books.”  Yet at the same time, they 

expected her to succeed.  Participant C felt her family put extra pressure on her and 

considered her “so much smarter than that” when compared to her sister.  Her parents 

expected more from Participant C than from her sister, both behaviorally and 

academically. She felt trapped and had to “figure out how to dance that line.” 

I was only sixteen and a junior in high school. Then seventeen. I wasn’t even old 

enough to be considered an adult and I was already in college [because of AP 
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classes]. Trying to figure out how to manage myself and live up to their 

expectations of me, because I [had] done so well up until then. It's the “damned if 

I don't do” kind of thing.  

 

Additionally, Participant C was pressured by her parents to succeed on the AP exam 

because it cost money.  She felt they did not know how hard she was working to be 

successful. Participant C believed her parents were more worried about the cost 

associated with the exam as a reason for her to receive a good score than they were 

about her earning a good score because of her hard work. She felt sometimes they did 

not or could not understand her situation.   

While in AP courses, Participant C developed her aspirations in comparison to 

the position of her mom.   

My mom is an insurance agent now, but until then she was a stay-at-home mom, 

and she did at-home day care. It's not that what she does isn't important. That's 

not what I saw for myself, and I kind of put those expectations on myself that I 

would do well, and it didn't completely sever but it definitely made me the odd 

one out in my family. 

  

Participant C imagined her future in comparison to her mom’s position and considered 

AP a stepping stone toward realizing her goal. 

Regarding her position with friends and her participation in AP, Participant C felt 

she was too smart for some of her Native friends but not smart enough for some of her 

other friends. She said, “It's a ‘them and me’ kind of thing. I have friends who went to 

tribal schools. I have a friend who went to a boarding school, and they weren't afforded 

the opportunities that I was.”  Her friends who were not afforded the same opportunities 

would tell her they were not smart enough to take AP classes which created a separation 

between Participant C and her friends.  At the same time, she did not feel like she was 

smart enough for others.   
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We took a placement exam to see if we would be placed in advanced math or on-

level math, and I didn't reach the…higher math and the science. Those students 

were bused from our middle school to our high school for math and science, and 

they were placed in the gifted program. All of those people were all my friends 

outside of school, and I was the one person that wasn't quite there. It carried over 

into [AP] English. I didn't see myself as intelligent as the rest.”   

 

Participant C sometimes experienced feelings of inferiority. She felt she needed to 

validate her belonging in the “smart group” by earning a four or a five on the AP exam. 

Doing so would be “proof that [she] was meant to be in that class, and had a place in that 

class.”  Participant C wanted a high score because she worked hard, but also because she 

“knew that [her friends] were going to get higher scores on it” and she “wanted to be in 

that group.”  As Participant C situated herself among her peers, she described it as “this 

weird in-between where I didn't feel like I was smart enough for my friends at home, but 

then others found me too smart for some of my friends in high school, just because they 

weren't exposed to what I was exposed to.”   

 Participant C describe her Native identity and being an AP student as pieces of 

herself that did not “intermingle.” She described them as “two worlds” separate from 

each other.  Participant C did not grow up immersed in her Native American culture and 

interprets this departure from her tribe as the catalyst that provided the opportunity to be 

an AP student. “I didn't have this [connection to Native heritage] so that I could have this 

[opportunity to participate in AP]. That's kind of what happened. I didn't get the 

exposure to my culture, but I got the exposure to AP culture I guess would be the way to 

put that.”  During the time she was enrolled in AP courses, most people thought 

Participant C was Hispanic.  She related, “In my heart of hearts I know I'm Native 

American, but there was never a nod to Native American culture [in AP]. Nothing.”  The 

assumption she was Hispanic amplified by the neglect of Native American topics in AP 
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caused Participant C to consider her Native identity and AP identity as completely 

separate. Participant C does not regret her path and the opportunities in AP courses, 

though.  She would not change her experience because it helped her progress toward 

becoming a teacher.  However, she described the feeling of separation from her Native 

heritage in relation to AP as one of sorrow. 

It hurts my heart now, but it almost seemed like in those classes, because those 

were opportunities that I wouldn't have as a Native American student on a 

reservation…It's kind of a separation…Being an AP student, being a smart 

student, it kind of severed my Native American culture, the little that I did have 

at that point. It kind of severed that a little bit more than just the distance from 

my Native family and my Native side. It was kind of that wedge a little bit more 

as I went through. 
 

Participant D “Amy” Textural Description 

Textures that pervaded Amy’s AP experience include classroom environment, 

instructional strategies and practices, and stress. The classroom environment was one of 

import to Amy for her AP experience.  She described being around peers who were 

motivated to learn. “Everybody, all the students in my classes were really passionate 

people and I liked being around that type of environment, because those people that I was 

around were ambitious people who wanted to go to college just like me. I found it to be 

very inspiring and stimulating.” She also described her teachers who were passionate 

about what they were instructing.  “The way the passion that my teachers had for their 

AP subjects really impacted me because I was like, I want to be like them. I want to be 

happy, passionate people like these people.” 

Amy described AP courses that were balanced between exam preparation and 

instilling a passion for subject matter.  She noted rigorous coursework and lots of 

homework, “easily two hours after school” and half the weekend or “maybe like 65% of 



117 

 

[her] weekend would be devoted to just homework.”  This load was manageable because 

she didn’t have a life outside of school and her academics.  Amy’s teachers did not focus 

on grades or heavy AP test preparation.  She even mentioned one teacher did not grade 

papers.   

My AP teacher wouldn't even give grades, he gave numbers. He kind of shook us 

down a little bit because he didn't really care about our grades….He’d kind of 

slack off on giving us grades and everybody wants to know their grade. He would 

give like 1s, 2s, 3s, but nobody could get a 4+. He would talk about it’s really rare 

to get a 4+…so everybody wanted a four plus. 

 

While this was upsetting and difficult for Amy to accept at first because she was looking 

for external reward, she grew to appreciate her personal growth by not desiring external 

validation.  She also reflected that not grading every paper was more like college.   

I don't know how that teacher did it, but he got me to want to write more than I 

already did and not seek as much validation. I think that was kind of important for 

him to do for me, because that kind of taught me to not seek validation from my 

professors. You're going to college for the sake of learning, and I think that was 

really important to me that he actually did that, looking back. At first in high school 

I was disappointed that he didn't validate me and give me a 4 right away. Looking 

back, I really appreciated that he didn't take me so seriously because you're treated 

like an adult in college, people have lives, and people aren't always going to pour 

over your essay. That kind of helped ground me a little bit. 

 

While Amy did notice a lack of AI/AN topics and contributions in her AP courses, this 

was not troublesome to her. “If it was required to be talked about, maybe a paragraph 

would be touched upon, but it was never a priority in my curriculum…It didn't really 

make me angry, it didn't really make me upset. I was too stressed to think about it.”  She 

was more focused on doing well and working to impress her teachers.  

Instead of focusing on grades and test preparation, Amy said her teachers created 

enriched experiences for students while diving more in depth to discuss more details of 

the topics and skills. 
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The way that they designed their curriculum was to make us learn for the sake of 

learning, and to grow in our writing and in our science and history skills just 

because we enjoy it. They would emphasize that. They gave us freedom, they had 

us watch movies, they'd have us write essays for fun, they would do debates. It 

was very stimulating and dynamic. 

 

This coupled with the teachers’ high standards and treating students like they were in 

college was rewarding to Amy. While course content did not focus on test preparation, 

Amy described practice tests and essays were the bulk of her course grades.  

 Amy participated in a variety of instructional activities to include writing, 

reading, listening, speaking, debating, watching movies, study groups, and participating 

in Socratic Seminar.  She described, “Lots of writing. Lots and lots and lots of writing. 

Lots of reading. Lots of discussion. Socratic seminars come to mind. We debated a lot. 

We listened to our lecturer talk about something brilliant that we were all mesmerized 

about her argument.” One part that struck the was the amount of writing and her 

improvement in this skill.  She attributed her improvement to practice, teacher feedback, 

and teachers as models.  “Then as I progressed throughout the course, I got a lot better 

with that in-class writing and learning how to write efficiently,” and “He was really good 

when it came to writing. His commentary was really effective.” 

 Amy was very nervous in the weeks leading up to the AP exams but then 

accepted the tests and her preparation for them.  She described her actions leading up to 

the exams.   

I would take a whole day to go to Starbucks and study for my AP environmental 

science. I'm not gifted in science as much as other people so I have to work a little 

harder at that….The day before I didn't really stress about it, not much I could do. 

The week or two before, studying all the time, as much as I could. 

 

She also took advice from others to help feel relaxed before the exams.  She took advice 

from others, as well.  “The day before all of my exams, I kind of just chilled, didn't think 
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too much about it, that's what everybody told me to do. There's not much you can do the 

day before. Might as well just relax and kind of prep your brain, get a good sleep, so 

that's exactly what I did.”  During the test, the time slipped away, “four hours have 

passed and it seems like an hour.”  Amy felt proud when she finished and like she had 

performed well on the tests.  She believed the AP experience would help her get into 

college, all that was left to do was the waiting.  She was disappointed to learn that the 

college she would attend did not accept AP in lieu of college credit or courses, but this 

did not nullify the experience.  Amy saw AP as opportunity to prepare for doing well in 

college.  Because of her AP experience, Amy learned to work well under pressure, 

communicate effectively, and manager her own time. 

Composite Textural Description 

  

A composite textural description is developed to synthesize all participants’ 

expressions of the what was experienced in terms of the phenomenon. I considered 

all participants’ data and horizons to compose a unifying synthesis of the textures 

experienced in AP.  Four themes were present in the participants’ textural 

descriptions: (a) conditions, (b) self-awareness, (c) identity, and (d) dissonance. 

 The participants related their readiness for college to the conditions 

experienced in AP courses.  The workload, the amount of reading and writing, the 

classroom activities, the need to be self-motivated and disciplined, the reliance 

upon one’s self to study and complete the assignments were preparation for their 

college experiences.  

To varying extents, the participants self-evaluated their applications in their 

AP classes.  One participant noted, 
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When I got to college, it was harder to test without studying, and you had to 

put more effort into the work you were doing. That's why I regret not 

applying myself more, taking the time to read, take notes, and study for 

those multiple-choice tests that we had [in AP classes]. 

 

Another participant stated,  

I don't feel like I was nearly as focused as I could have been…I should have 

studied more. I should have paid attention a little more. I should have kept 

notes and things like that for now. Looking back I wish I had done more.   

 

Another participant’s self-evaluation of her application in AP classes stands out 

from the others.  She described taking herself too seriously and spending hours 

upon hours, “more hours than the average college student actually puts in” 

studying.  She indicated she learned to relax after graduating high school. 

All participants noted that the content in AP courses did not meet their 

expectations and they wished conditions were established to investigate topics with 

more depth. They felt that while most of the time they were treated as adults, some 

content or topics were withheld because they were in fact still high school students.  

Participant B described,  

We never really went in depth with any of the information that was 

supposed to be presented, I think, and I think that just kind of trailed on. 

“Okay, what else are we missing? What other pieces of history have we not 

gone through and talked about just because it is not suitable for high school” 

or just those concepts, they may seem like they're higher level, but it's an AP 

course. 

 

Participant D echoed these thoughts as she talked about the curriculum’s neglect of 

Native American topics.   

I wish that they would have talked about it more because if they're going to treat 

us like college students and they want to create a more dynamic curriculum for 

everybody. I understand that there's so much material to cover in an AP class like 

U.S. History, I understand, but I feel like if you're going to be in an Advanced 

Placement class, you should get a little bit more than just a paragraph out of 

textbook.  Out of this thick of a textbook, we get like one little paragraph.  
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Additionally, participants noticed a lack of self and diversity in text and document 

selection and a lack of varying perspectives. One participant indicated, “I felt like 

everything was in the European mindset. They didn't really take into consideration 

that there are other cultures that don't really believe in what is being discussed.” 

Another participant noted the lack of diversity in novels she was assigned to read 

for AP Literature and Composition, but noted her teacher did encourage her to 

question the texts.   

 Preparation for test taking was a common condition of all Participants’ AP 

experiences. The participants had varying degrees of appreciation for this.  

Participant B was the most vocal against the practice. She felt her AP experience 

had the potential to be more rewarding.  

[Teachers] don't want to put too much fluff of knowledge in there that 

would be potentially useless for the course exam…I don't think they would 

want to do that, just so you're more focused on the exam itself, which is 

teaching to the test. I'm not a big fan of that.   

 

Participant C, on the other hand, appreciated the test preparation as she would later 

encounter standardized tests as part of her teacher licensure requirements and felt 

prepared as a result of the test preparation strategies learned in AP.  Most 

participants also mentioned that writing practice AP essays in high school was 

beneficial when it came time to write essays in college.  

By the time I got to college, I learned okay, I know how to write an essay in 

an hour now because in AP in high school I worked so hard that I know how 

to do it and I can just bang this out in an hour and I can do something else if 

I just focus.  

 

Another participant attributed AP as the single reason for her ease with writing. 

 

We just started writing a lot of essays. I was able to knock them out, and I 

guess be on a roll and then finish, and just kind of look at it like it was 
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nothing. I didn't look at it like that before I took the AP exam or had the AP 

course.  

 

 Participants learned about themselves and experienced a heightened sense of 

self-awareness while participating in AP.  As a member of an AP class, participants 

came to know their learning preferences and their motivations for striving to score 

well on AP exams.  Most participants learned they preferred lecture style of 

classroom instruction.  As Participant A reflected, lecture corresponded with her 

culture.  

For me and a lot of Native kids in Oklahoma, you grow up with your 

parents, and grandparents, aunts and uncles, and any adult, telling stories, all 

the time, talking and being social…you were learning from talking, learning 

from listening to your elders, so for me, I know now that I like lecture style 

because it reminds me of my childhood or of my grandparents.   

 

Additionally, Participant B stated, “Honestly having class discussion when there 

may be some people who didn't read…isn't really effective if they're telling you the 

wrong things….I think it would have been best to have it stay as a lecture.”  All 

participants expressed setting high standards for themselves and initially 

considering the AP exam score as something important but for varying reasons.  

Participants became aware of the reasons for desiring high exam scores which 

included exemption from college classes, proving or validating their place in AP, 

earning the score for the family, and as reward for hard work.   

Identity development, sometimes presented as conflict, also exhibited as a 

common feature of participants’ AP experience. To begin, each participant was the only 

Native student in her AP courses.  This led to one participant being tokenized and singled 

out when any Native American topics were presented.  For all participants, being in AP 

separated them from their Native culture. 
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Being an AP student made me feel a little isolated from the Native community - I 

was too white for them. When I was in the AP classes, I was a lot further away 

from the Native American community, because not a lot of Native Americans 

took AP classes. I think I was like the only one and nobody believed I was Native. 

 
Other participants agreed with the separation between being in AP courses and being 

AI/AN.  

 Participating in AP affected participants’ identities within their families.  All 

participants were considered smart and their parents wanted them to be successful in AP.  

For some, AP was a marker of pride.  For others AP separated them from their families. 

For others it was a marker of accomplishment that belonged to the whole family, and for 

others it was a marker of success and prestige to get ahead.    

 In sum, the textures that permeated the AI/AN participants’ experiences with AP 

presented themselves within the themes of conditions, self-awareness, identity, and 

dissonance. 

Individual Structural Descriptions 

Individual structural descriptions detail how participants experienced the 

phenomenon under investigation.  The focus of the analysis moved past what was 

experienced to a thoughtful analysis of the contexts, settings, or situations that 

influenced how the phenomenon was experienced.  To compose individual 

structural descriptions, I analyzed the participants’ significant statements and 

themes to present how the participants experienced AP as AI/AN students.  

Verbatim transcribed interview data are included in the individual structural 

descriptions to vividly present the experience. Each participant’s individual 

structural descriptions are presented here as evidence of the AI/AN AP experience.   

Participant A Structural Description 
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Structures that affected Participant A’s AP experience as an AI/AN student were 

drawing comparisons, lack of agency, and recognition of norms. Participant A 

experienced AP by drawing comparisons between herself and others. An understanding 

that she was unique in the AP setting permeated her experience. She “went to a majority 

white school, so often…the only Native person into the room.”  While she did describe 

feeling supported by peers, it was not a feeling that permeated her experience.   

Because I was around people who also, I guess, thought differently or were 

pursuing knowledge at a higher level than our peers. There was a comradery 

because they all wanted to get out of our town or out of the state, go somewhere 

new for college. I just remember feeling like I could rely on them for questions I 

had about things. 

 

Participant A felt like she fit in with the AP students as far as others’ perceptions and 

labels were concerned.  

I think outwardly [being in AP] just said snobby nerds…We were already cliquey 

or band or orchestra nerds. That just continued on into high school. Like it just 

followed us through the AP program.  

 

However, she had an awareness of difference between herself and others. Noting the 

difference, between herself and her AP peers, she “wanted to pursue knowledge [and] 

thought about things more than other students.”  She also noticed a difference between 

her preference of content and learning modality than those of others.  

I think I was really drawn to the culture portions of every unit. I was always that 

person looking that stuff up, wanting to do the presentation. I was the hands-on 

person. I think I was self-motivated more than others.   

 

She also questioned herself in relation to her non-AI/AN peers and their learning 

preferences.  

I always thought I was really weird for getting the lecturing style of teaching. I 

really hated the Socratic Method and I think it's because of that class that I took. I 

hated it and I always felt like I was the dumbest kid in the class because I was 



125 

 

like, I don't want to read. I am not pulling the information like everybody else is. I 

always wondered if I was the only one. 
 

Participant A’s questioning led her to begin to become aware of norms and to know “that 

teaching style and learning style, really matters, especially for minority students, because 

of how we were raised.”  

 The most extreme structure regarding drawing comparison that affected 

Participant A’s AP experience revealed itself when she was tokenized by her AP Art 

History teacher.  Because she was the only Native student in the class, the teacher 

assigned Participant A the Southwestern Native art as the focus of a project.  At this time, 

Participant A felt a lack of agency.  Participant A did not want to complete her project 

with this focus, but accepted it as her only option.  This coupled with a lack of 

multicultural texts and content contributed further to her awareness about the lack of 

agency.   

What it means to be reading authors that come from the same background as you, 

that are explaining the world's events. Reading fiction that connects with an 

experience that you have…Now that I work in education and do stuff with 

curriculum development, it's like I'm very aware that it's important or was 

important to me in high school, that I was learning from people like me.  

 

These realizations about differences and the tokenization, coupled with the lack of 

agency led Participant A to understand herself in relationship to the norms within her AP 

courses - norms that belonged to a group other than her own. She became “more critical 

of how [she] was being taught, and what [she] was being taught, especially regarding 

Native issues in the classroom.” 

Participant B Structural Description 

 The structures that affected Participant B’s AP experience as an AI/AN 

student were ones of skepticism, voicelessness, and conflicting viewpoints.  
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Participant B experienced AP in a state of skepticism.  From the first unit in her AP 

U.S. History course, Participant B noted Native Americans were “just kind of 

skipped over.”  She was alarmed that tribes positioned on the western side of 

America were never mentioned, a tribe to which she belongs.  Only mentioning, 

and briefly at that, the eastern region tribes caused Participant B to question the 

course content.  

[It] didn't really seem too factual. Not really factual, but there were things 

that were missing, and I feel like those were key things. They didn't really 

go too much into the wrongs that were done. I think that was just a big 

thing, just because of my background.  

 

It caused her to become skeptical and question, “Okay, what else are we missing? 

What other pieces of history have we not gone through and talked about?”       

 Participant B perceived the skipping of topics to be a function of the 

teacher’s and school’s focus on the AP tests as a priority over student learning.  

Teachers did not deviate from the textbook because the textbook aligned to the AP 

exam.  She explained her high school had earned a prestigious AP title and the 

focus was on maintaining that title despite the cost to student learning and student 

wellbeing. Participant B expressed, “I think it's all just for the test…but it has 

showed me that the teachers care more, the administrators care more for the 

test…their priority is to maintain that test and its position on the school.”  At the 

time of her AP exam, Participant B’s father died.  Upon returning to school, she 

was bombarded with the test by the school’s dean urging, “‘You didn't take this 

test. You still have to take the test. We're paying for this test.’ That was just really 

stressful.” It was that particular instance, the focus on test score over her wellbeing, 
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that Participant B decided, “I am not taking one of those again,” meaning another 

AP course, and she did not. 

 Participant B considered her placement in AP as forced upon her.  While in 

hindsight, she does not regret taking the course, she described, “I just got placed in 

it…I just accepted it, because my school told me that the test was already paid for, 

and I couldn't get out of the class, even though I wanted to get out of the class.”  

When discussing it with a friend, Participant B felt like she was “just in that class 

by a mistake in creating schedules.”  Participant B did not interpret AP as providing 

any opportunities.  “I don't know what opportunities it would have opened up, I was 

already in college, and I already had my foot in the door with that. It wasn't like I 

needed that experience. I would have been fine without it, and I really wanted to go 

without it.” She was forced to stay in the course against her wishes. 

 Participant B compared herself to other AP students.  She felt like 

“everybody was just on the same level, and [she] was just taking honors classes.” 

She described feeling like she could not contribute in her AP class.  Her classmates 

were taking additional AP courses together, so they formed close relationships and 

Participant B became “the quiet one, because everybody else was just loud” in the 

class.  During discussions, the other students “just started feeding ideas” to 

Participant B.  She described a time when the class discussion centered on religion. 

I didn't really know how to explain my religion, because how do you do that 

to a bunch of Caucasian people? I think that was one of the, I guess, eye-

opening experiences: that I wasn't in a class with people who were like me 

that know about different histories than what they see in the textbook. 

 

This structure, one of voicelessness, was similar to her silent acceptance of having 

to remain in the AP course against her wishes. She expressed voicelessness, stating, 
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“There were times I did refrain from saying something, and I don't know if I should 

have.” 

Another “eye-opening experience” in the AP class was the context from which 

Participant B interpreted gains compared to her classmates.  She described her classmates 

as focused on individual gains while she emphasized community benefits.  

I'm not used to the individualist perspective, because it's just too like, “I’m doing 

this. I’m doing this,” and you don't think of anybody else. The way that I was 

raised was you do this so that everybody benefits, everybody does something. 

That's why when I said I got my diploma I was doing it for my family and my 

grandma, because there are people who don't get that same experience. I think the 

individualist mindset is a European trait….That's really different than what I'm 

used to. 

 

Because of the AP course, Participant B was exposed to individuals who thought of 

personal gains over community gains.  She appreciated seeing this new perspective 

but recognized it clashed with her own.   

What they're discussing was like the individual and the individual doing 

things for themselves and not the community, because I've grown up with 

looking at the community and trying to improve that, instead of just going 

off and thinking of your own benefits.  

 

As she noted, “It's different, but I learned something.”  

 

For Participant B, the weighted GPA coupled with the difficulty of the AP 

course was proof to herself and her family that they could succeed in advanced 

educational settings.  She described her diploma and graduating in the top 14% with 

regard to her family. “Having that was just like, ‘This is you. This is us. This is 

what I've achieved, but you're my family, so we have achieved.’ It's mainly for my 

grandma, but just having her be proud and me being proud holding it and having 

that.”  Participant B believes her interpretation of completing AP and earning 
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academic status was a shared accomplishment was distinct from that of her white 

classmates’ interpretations.  

 Diverging world perspectives continued to permeate Participant B’s AP 

experience.  She attributed the divergence to a dominant European mindset within 

AP. Regarding class content, strategies, and ways of thinking she explained, 

“Everything was in the European mindset…and they didn't really take into 

consideration that there are other cultures that don't really believe in what is being 

discussed.”  She described the European mindset as “narrow-minded” and as “being 

open to new perspectives and things of that nature, it wasn't really present.”  

Because of this, Participant B learned about differing worldviews in her AP class, 

an unintentional learning experience that was not a result of AP U.S. History 

content.  She noticed missed opportunities to expose students to different 

perspectives through the AP history content.  

I really do hope that AP courses change. I hope to see the inclusion, or 

replacement of concentration on formation of colonies and post-colonization 

with Native American history…I feel like AP U.S. History courses should 

do more to emphasize the parts that were kind of skipped. You shouldn't 

have to learn all this in college. 

 

Participant B explained that the result of neglecting Native American history and 

contributions was that students would “come away from the AP course thinking 

that they know history well and there's a lot of …holes in that knowledge.” She 

expressed her perception about this relative to dominant perspectives. 

U.S. history is written predominantly by Caucasian Americans…it's just 

basically fictional. Providing a different perspective is kind of like going 

against what they believe in….It's just they tried killing us before, and I 

guess they're still trying to do so in textbooks. Either the misrepresentation 

or just the complete annihilation but just trying to make it so we don't exist. 

 



130 

 

In Participant B’s experience, this annihilation through misrepresentation or 

elimination from textbooks has been successful.  She described that “the only thing 

people will really believe” is what is in textbooks. “I've experienced some people 

just looking at me like, ‘Oh, you're a Native? You're still here?’ It's ‘still here’ as in 

they think Native Americans are extinct.”  She would urge future AI/AN AP 

students “to be skeptical of what is in textbooks, because in most textbooks, it's not 

from our perspective.”  Additionally, she suggests, “Maybe if the course instructor 

allows it, to ask questions on, ‘What about my people?’ or, ‘What about these 

people?’ Know that there can be change in the curriculum, in the content that all it 

takes is a couple thousand students to do so.” 

Participant C Structural Description  

Structures that pervaded Participant C’s AP experience were remorse and 

beginning to recognize a lack of agency.  Participant C felt privileged to be offered 

learning opportunities that were afforded her through AP.  However, she recognized other 

AI/AN peers were not offered the same opportunities and a sense of remorse set it.  She 

felt like she could have done more or done better since she had opportunities that others 

did not. “They weren't afforded the opportunities that I was. Then…in perspective I feel 

like I squandered my opportunity that I did have, just because I didn't know what else.”  

She believes AP and the exam could be the defining difference for some students, 

particularly AI/AN students, between going to college and not going to college.  

Participant C described concerns about experiencing AP as something separate 

from being an AI/AN person.  Discussed earlier in greater detail, she felt the two parts of 

herself did not “intermingle”. She met this realization with remorse. 
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It's just another thing that hurts my heart…it hurts my heart now, but it almost 

seemed like in those classes because those were opportunities that I wouldn't have 

as a Native American student on reservation learning or in any other area 

learning. It's kind of a separation… 

 
She also described remorse as she reflected upon the lack of AI/AN topic and authors 

within the AP English content.   

There was never any relating back to the Native communities aside from reading 

Sherman Alexie on my own time…there was nothing even about Native 

Americans that was discussed in any of the books that we read. There was the 

stress on other minorities. We read Beloved. We read that my senior year. Aside 

from that there was never any…never like even a nod to Native Americans.  At 

the time I didn't really think anything of it other than the perspective of English. 

"Okay, we’re learning about Native Americans in history. That'll do."   

 

Participant C was verging toward recognizing a lack of agency.  She did not or 

could not voice her frustrations of remorse at the time, but given the textures and 

structures she experienced, Participant C would recommend others demand to be heard. 

She would tell other AI/AN students, 

Demand that their history is discussed and even gone over. If they change the 

curriculum, then they change the curriculum, but demand that your people are 

heard. All of my teachers, not even just AP or just English teachers, they were all 

non-Native. Especially being a Native student being taught by a non-Native what 

Native people are supposed to be. It was that kind of perspective on it. Just 

demand that you are heard and what you have to say is the correct thing for non-

Native people to learn. 
 

Participant D, “Amy” Structural Description 

The structures that affected her AP experience as an AI/AN student were 

competition, opportunity, a racial divide, and viewing herself as a role model. 

Amy saw AP as an opportunity for personal gains.  She described herself as being 

very competitive in high school and defined different groups of students based upon their 

relationship to AP.  For example, she named attending AP classes with the “valedictorian 

and…her little group”, “the top 10-ers”, and “the people who didn’t really take [AP] 
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seriously”. Amy said, “I got along with everybody, but I took it really seriously because 

I'm just a competitor perfectionistic person.” She described wanting to take the best 

classes to get into a reputable college and she entered her freshman year in high school 

“with a pretty competitive mindset academically.”  She was driven to AP courses “to be a 

more qualified academic person, to be more qualified in writing, to be more qualified in 

science, to be more qualified in history. To have an edge over the rest of [her] high 

school. [She] wanted to have an edge, a competitive edge over other applicants 

and…wanted to get better at things.” Amy interpreted AP as offering these opportunities. 

Scoring well on AP exams was something she “really wanted” to help her achieve her 

goals.  She described it as a “You're going to get a score that's going to help you get into 

college. If you don't get a 5, you're not going to get into Harvard kind of thing.” She said 

her teachers noticed that the students were very competitive and took advantage of that to 

both push them and to help them relax.  Amy’s competitive mindset was like a 

prerequisite for her before she could embrace a love for learning in her AP courses.  

Some people were like, “I'll take an AP class because I love history,” and for me it 

was like, I needed to take this AP class so that I could be in the top 10. However, 

once I was immersed in the classes, I developed a really strong appreciation for the 

subject purely. 

Amy said the desire and pressure to do well was intrinsic.  She described moments 

of being nervous to take AP courses and wanting to impress her teachers.  She would 

“stay up all night…do whatever it took to get the perfect paper.”  She cried during a class 

test one time and described it as “just one of those perfectionist things, just one of those 

growing up experiences.” Amy “wanted to finish it and didn't have time, so [she] just 

kind of froze and got upset.” Leading up to AP exams, Amy described feeling “almost 

paralyzed” but prepared when actually taking the tests.  She was not stressed or nervous 
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about the scores and she “trusted that [she] had worked hard enough the whole semester, 

the whole two semesters…in AP courses and just kind of dived in and did it.”  She “was 

more stressed taking the actual class and getting an A in the class than when it [came] to 

the actual test. If [she got] a 4 or 5, great. If [she didn’t], it was not going to affect [her] 

grade so it was okay.” 

In addition to AP offering competitive advantages, she also interpreted AP as 

opportunity to preview college but still within the context of competition. 

AP is the opportunity to…get a taste of what college is going to be like in terms of 

the course load, in terms of your relationship with the professor, in terms of the 

competition of your classmates all competing for that five on AP and wanting to get 

an A in the class to show off. Just to have the competitive aspect of your 

classmates, you know, learning how to flow with the dynamic of the classroom, to 

participate in class in a collegiate way.  

 

Amy described that AP teachers were getting students ready for college through the 

course work, the treatment of them as college students, setting higher standards, and 

acting as facilitators of learning.  While Amy noticed a lack of Native American content 

and was “confused about why it’s not talked about as much,” she iterated, “I knew that no 

matter what, I need to intrinsically educate myself as best as I [could], and that the 

teachers [could] lecture me all they want but it [was] all up to me to get the most out of 

my AP classes.” Amy accepted that Native American content and topics were not a part 

of her course curriculum.  

If I can research about black history and Native American history, these are two 

really important subjects to talk about…I don’t think I learned very much about 

Native Americans. I did do a paper, a research paper on Native Americans. Yeah, 

so it's a little bit emotional; it's a little heartbreaking to think about, but if I could 

research it and educate myself about it and be more aware of my Native American 

roots and why my family in Wisconsin has so many problems. 
 

Amy accepted responsibility to educate herself about Native American topics. 
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  Amy noted being the only AI/AN student in her AP classes. She explained that 

“There weren't a lot of Native Americans that challenged themselves.”  The AI/AN 

students who did enroll in AP courses dropped them in lieu of the easier classes.  She 

described AI/AN students who lived on the local reservation were exposed to dangers 

such as drugs, alcoholism, violence and teenage pregnancy.  Because of these factors, 

Amy perceived that AI/AN students “grow up a lot faster than the sheltered white kids 

that just take AP classes” and school becomes less of a priority.  She described a racial 

divide.  

I could tell among the professors that they didn't really like any of these kids, and 

the Native kids knew it. The professors knew it. I was kind of aware of it. I can’t 

think of any specific comments or situations in which I knew this. You could just 

kind of tell. I was like, “Why aren't there many Native kids in AP classes?” I don't 

think they’d accept them.  
 

Amy identifies as AI/AN but described concealing it from her AP classmates.   

 

I'm kind of white, pretty white. I can interact with Native people just fine, but I 

didn't really show that to my white AP students. They never really saw the Native 

side of me. I never showed them. I never tried to prove anything to anybody that 

I'm Native. No one believed me.   

 

Amy was not considered Native by others in her community.  The AI/AN on the 

local reservation did not accept her despite her desire to associate with them.  She 

volunteer tutored on the reservation but was never fully accepted by AI/AN on the 

reservation.  They viewed her as an “urban Indian”, one who grew up away from the 

reservation in a nontraditional way.   

You have to understand in my community, I wasn’t really considered Native as 

much as I told people I'm Native. I want to work on the [tribal name] reservation, 

got to work there, still experienced racism there a lot. I worked really hard to 

contribute to them…They didn't accept me and they wanted me to know that they 

didn't accept me. 
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The AI/AN students at her school did not accept her either.  “They didn't really 

want to hang out with me too much because they thought I was too smart...‘You aren't 

Native. You're too smart to be Native.’ They really believed that, too.” Amy attributes 

some of the rejection to being an AP student.  “[T]hey didn't really like me. I was too 

white for them. When I was in the AP classes, I was a lot further away from the Native 

American community, because not a lot of Native Americans took AP classes. I think I 

was like the only one and nobody believed I was Native.” Amy came to accept the racial 

divide and her distance from her Native peers.  She described thinking, “‘I'm not going to 

dumb myself down just to be accepted by you guys. I'm just going to hang out with 

people who do like me’ and that tended to be the white people.” The constructed racial 

divide was reinforced by a physical structural divide.  Amy described, 

There's a Native wall that all the Natives hang out at. I didn't hang out at the Native 

wall. Just didn't. I didn't really hang out with the Native American people just 

because I was so focused on my academics…They'd isolate themselves from 

everybody. There was like a cowboy wall for all the white boys who did rodeo right 

across from the Native. Here's the Native wall, here's the cowboy wall, the stoners 

over here, the preppy people over here. My school was very ... My school was kind 

of racist in that kind of a way. The Native’s knew that. They were very resentful of 

that.  

 

While Amy may not have been accepted by her AI/AN peers and was not very 

familiar with her Native roots, she said, “I want something better for the youth, and 

if I can make any kind of difference, I will, because I'm very passionate about 

Native American rights.” 

Being AI/AN and an AP student held meaning for Amy. As a way to prove that 

one can simultaneously be AI/AN and capable of AP, she said, “As an American Indian 

taking AP classes, it just kind of motivated me that it's really important that I take these 

classes because I need to honor my ancestors, I need to get an education, I need to go to 
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this school because my ancestors fought for this school to be here.”  She was also 

motivated to show the people on the local reservation where she tutored that she may 

never gain their acceptance as an AI/AN, but that she is Native and does care about 

Native issues.  Their rejection “was hurtful” but “it motivated [Amy] to want to do better, 

to prove them wrong.” AP also meant she wanted to challenge herself to get better at 

academics to enrich her life, while showing her family and the Native children on the 

reservation that they can be successful in AP, too.  Amy believed AP makes students 

want to go to college, and she wants that for more AI/AN. She saw herself as a role 

model for other AI/AN people.   

As a Native American, I'm really glad that I'm an AP student because I can be a 

role model for the Native Americans that I know. It's really important to me that I 

try to be the best version of myself, not just for me, but for my family, the 

reservation, for the [tribal name] kids that look up to me every day. I try to 

encourage them to show your family that the Native people in my family, we're 

not all alcoholics.  

 

Composite Structural Descriptions 

The composite structural description is a synthesis of how all participants 

experienced the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994).  This process required me to consider 

all of the contexts, settings and situations to describe how AI/AN participants in this 

study experienced AP. Three common themes were associated with how participants 

experienced the phenomenon under investigation: (a) frames of reference, (b) silent 

acceptance, (c) identity. 

The study participants commonly referred to having frames of reference 

from which they viewed themselves.  Most participants compared themselves to 

other students in AP and easily recognized themselves as the only AI/AN student in 
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their AP classes.  This led participants to consider themselves in relation to others.  

Participant A expressed,  

I always thought I was really weird for getting the lecturing style of teaching. 

I really hated the Socratic Method…and I always felt like the dumbest kid in 

the class because I was like, “I don't want to read. I am not pulling the 

information like everybody else is.” I always wondered if I was the only one. 

 

Some participants felt out of place or singled out by being in AP as they were 

perceived as rare “smart Natives” among other AI/AN peers.  One participant 

described feeling “too smart” for her AI/AN peers, but not smart enough for white 

peers.  Two participants were assumed to be of races other than AI/AN by their AP 

classmates.  Both participants accepted the assumption and did not correct their 

peers.   

While all participants felt they were capable of AP demands, they did not 

always feel a sense of belonging in AP. “I knew I should be there because I knew 

that I was smart or thought differently. I knew that I deserved to be there, but 

oftentimes, I felt like because I was Native I was slacking, that I wasn't doing 

enough, that I should have been the best.”   Some attempted to prove their right to 

take AP classes by scoring well on the exams. In addition, scoring well on an AP 

exam meant for one participant that she would feel a sense of belonging with her 

AP peers. “I knew that they were going to get higher scores on it. I wanted to be in 

that group I guess.” She went on to describe earning a four or a five on the AP 

exam. “It was proof that I was meant to be in that class, and I had a place in that 

class. It started my junior year understanding maybe I am okay to be in here and 

then it was just solidified with the AP exam and getting the score back…Those two 

events together” proved her belonging.   
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To varying degrees, all participants described a sense of distrust.  Regarding 

the lack of AI/AN within AP curriculum, Amy was the least concerned, but she did 

question it.   

In regards to the curriculum of my AP courses, it didn't really make me angry, 

it didn't really make me upset. I was too stressed to think about it…I think I 

kind of cocked my head about it and was like, “Oh, well I'll write a research 

paper about Native Americans.”…I didn't understand why my teacher 

wouldn't talk about it, because it's very important and it was a huge part of 

American history. It just makes me really confused as to why it's not talked 

about as much. 

 

Other participants described strong feelings of hurt and skepticism because of the lack of 

Native American attention in AP curriculum. Participant C expressed, “It hurts a little bit, 

because I feel like every student should be celebrated and discussed. Besides me reading 

the one [Native American] book on my own, I wasn't necessarily celebrated and 

discussed.”  Participant A shared, “It was very, very frustrating…At the time, I didn't 

realize it, but I was thinking a lot about agency and what it meant to be reading stuff like 

that.…Now I am very acutely aware that I was thinking about agency and what it means 

to be reading authors that come from the same background as you, that are explaining the 

world's events.”  She offered an explanation, “All of my teachers were White” and “I 

think it's really hard for them to talk about that stuff because it was still a little taboo in 

Oklahoma.”   

Another participant’s distrust permeated beyond curriculum to the school’s use of 

AP test scores for status and the capacity of AP to offer her any opportunities.  

Participant B’s father passed away when she was taking an AP class and she missed the 

scheduled AP exam date.  Upon her return to school, she was bombarded by school 

personnel forcing her to take the AP exam she had missed.  She felt her score was more 
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important to the school than her wellbeing and was completely turned off by AP. At the 

completion of the interview Participant B asked, “Have you talked to other students about 

their school's demand to take the test?”  When I answered that she was the second 

participant I interviewed and the first person did not talk about that, she said, “Now I 

feel…” but stopped and added a final comment, “I guess from my perspective, AP 

courses focused more on the [score] than what you get out of it. I don't like that.” Another 

participant related, that the importance of getting a four or five on AP exams was “drilled 

in [their] brains” and her high score was perceived as testament that she was intelligent 

and deserved to be in AP.  

The distrust and questioning was generally coupled with silent acceptance.  As 

Amy described, she “kind of cocked [her] head about it” and Participant A remembered 

thinking the lack of Native authors and topics was “weird”, but participants remained 

silent or silenced.  Amy described not learning about Native American history or 

literature and noted, “I did what I could externally outside of school…but I didn't voice it 

or anything.”  Further illustrating silence, Participant B shared, “I didn't really feel like I 

could say something” in AP class and “I didn't really know how to explain my religion 

[or culture], because how do you do that to a bunch of Caucasian people?” She would 

encourage future AI/AN students to ask questions of the curriculum, contingent upon “if 

the course instructor allows it.”  The willingness to question only with permission is a 

remarkable aspect of the experience. Participant A reflected, “I truly regret not saying 

more or being more critical when I was in high school” and she would encourage future 

AI/AN AP students to “push the envelope.” 
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AP did not emerge as having any effect on the participants’ decisions to 

enroll in college. All participants planned to attend college regardless of their AP 

experience or their AP exam scores. One participant shared, “It wasn't a second 

thought.  For a lot of people, it could be the difference between taking this exam if 

they wanted to go to college.  I didn't have to think about that. That wasn't a 

decision I had to make. It was something that I knew I was going to do.” AP 

affected a future decision for one participant.  Amy decided to become a teacher 

because of the passion she saw in her AP teachers.  

For all participants, a sense of disappointment was experienced when they 

learned the colleges they would attend did not accept the AP exam in lieu of a 

college course.  

I thought the score on the exam was going to, I don't want to say get me out 

of English, but that I would be able to have the time to take other classes so 

that I could be ahead again, but [my college] ended up not accepting my AP 

score. Getting to college, I was kind of like, “Well, I just did that almost for 

nothing.” 

 

Another participant, “gave up on some” of her AP tests once she found out the 

college she was admitted to would not honor a score of 4 or 5 on an AP exam as 

class credits.   

Most participants noted that AP provided opportunities to AI/AN students 

on a selective basis or with unequal opportunity.  As noted previously, all 

participants were cognizant of being the sole AI/AN student in their AP classes.  

While two participants felt resentment from other AI/AN because of the 

opportunities the participants were offered from AP courses, all participants 

recognized and regretted that the opportunities were not offered to other AI/AN 
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students.  One participant indicated that because she had the choice to enroll in AP 

while others she knew did not, she felt like she squandered her opportunities to 

learn more and “opportunities that someone else doesn't even have the option of. 

Again, when I came here, it was a lot of my friends didn't even have that 

[opportunity to take AP]. They barely had enough to keep an English class in the 

school and that kind of thing.” She reflected,  

It hurts my heart now, but it seemed like in those classes, those were 

opportunities that I wouldn't have as a Native American student on 

reservation learning or in any other area learning. 

 

Another participant spoke about her cousin on the reservation.  

She sent me a message saying she wishes and she wants to be successful 

like me and that she looks up to me….I told my mom about that. [She was] 

like “Aren't you glad you took your AP classes and challenged yourself? 

Your family is watching you.” As a Native American, I take AP classes not 

only to enrich myself but to show my family and the kids on the reservation 

that they can do this, too. 
 

In addition to describing their identities in relation to peers which was discussed 

previously, participants also described their identities in relation to their families.  They 

all noted holding themselves to a high standard which was supported by their parents or 

other family members.  Nevertheless, AP set participants apart from family.  Participant 

A “felt a little bit like all the stuff [she] was learning, was just going over their heads.” 

Most participants described their families as being proud of their hard work in AP 

courses if not always understanding the pressure and workload.  Some participants would 

be the first to go to college and their AP experience set them apart from their families in 

this way.  For one participant, her parents’ encouragement to enroll and be successful in 

AP allowed her to keep other responsibilities to a minimum.  For another, the 

encouragement to enroll and succeed in AP was fueled by desiring more than what her 
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parents had.  When describing her mother’s and step-father’s positions in employment, 

Participant C stated, “That's not what I saw for myself, and I kind of put those 

expectations on myself that I would do well.”  She expressed conflict because of the 

division her aspirations caused between her and her family.  “It didn't completely sever 

but it definitely made me the odd one out in my family because of how focused I was on 

school especially with the AP classes.”   

A common structure of the participants’ experience in AP was gauging their 

accomplishments and achievements.  The most rewarding accomplishments were 

pragmatic in nature such as becoming a better writer or speaker, learning to think 

critically, refining a skill set and learning to be independent and manage time.  These 

rewards were personal, but not related to status.  Participants also focused on personal 

benefits related to status gained from AP such as impressive transcripts, entrance to an 

Ivy League college, completing something that others thought was hard, earning good 

grades and good AP exam scores.  All participants were motivated to achieve educational 

goals for themselves and most participants mentioned their achievements as ones to be 

shared with others.  They expressed their families’ pride and one participant explained 

how her achievements were reflections of her family, not solely herself. Another 

participant viewed her AP status as leverage to encourage other AI/AN students to focus 

on academics.  She felt doing well honored her ancestors, and she viewed herself as a role 

model symbolizing AI/AN academic success. 

Composite Textural-Structural Description 

 The final process in van Kaam’s modified method of phenomenological data 

analysis is to synthesize the composite textural and composite structural descriptions to 
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arrive at “the meanings and essences of an experience, representing the group as a 

whole.” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 121). This process “weaves texture and structure together” 

to arrive at the universal essences and results in a further reduction of data (Moustakas, 

1994, p. 144).  An essence of a phenomenon is “the condition or quality without which a 

thing would not be what it is” (Husserl, 1931 as cited in Moustakas, 1994).  Following 

reflective and exhaustive reviews of the data, I came back to having a sense of wonder 

described by van Manen (2014). I wondered and dwelled in the question, “What are the 

conditions of AI/AN students’ AP experiences that without which the experience would 

not be what it is?” To weave textures and structures, both composite descriptions were 

considered again.  The essences of AI/AN students’ experiences in AP are: 1) position of 

self, 2) awareness of hidden curriculum.  Table 3 displays the weaving of textures and 

structures and their links to themes and essences of the AI/AN AP experience. Appendix 

G provides an excerpt displaying the flow of data analysis from verbatim transcript detail 

to essence. 
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Table 3 

Weaving of Textures and Structures and Relationship to Theme and Essences 

Composite Textures Composite Structure Themes 

Instructional practices  

College readiness 

Gauge of accomplishment and 

achievement  

Conditions 

Dual frame of reference 

Course content and curriculum 

AP test preparation  

Skepticism, distrust  Conditions 

Dual frame of reference 

Self-evaluation Compare self to others Self-awareness 

Identity 

AI/AN identify in conflict Separation from AI/AN 

community and family 

Identity 

Dissonance 

Voiceless  

Dominant perspectives 

Silent acceptance  

Lack of agency 

Dissonance 

Silent acceptance 

Sole AI/AN student in each AP 

class 

Selective opportunity  

Sense of belonging 

Identity 

Dual frame of reference  

Essences 

Position of self Awareness of hidden curriculum  

 

Essence: Position of Self 

The experience of being an AI/AN AP student includes, at its essence, being 

cognizant of the position of oneself. The identification of one’s self was experienced in 

terms of being an AP student and being an AI/AN person and what this meant to self and 

what it was perceived to mean by others. Being AI/AN and an AP student was 

experienced as something atypical and unique.  There was incongruence between being 

both an AI/AN person and being an AP student, almost as if these things could not occur 

simultaneously.  This was perceived by the participants themselves and by others around 

them (i.e., parents, AI/AN peers, other peers, teachers).   

The study participants described themselves in relation to non-AI/AN AP peers 

noting a desire to be accepted or seen as an equal member who rightly deserved to be in 

AP.  Participants measured acceptance through their capacity to contribute in class, AP 

exam scores, grades on class assignments, and overall class grades. The awareness of a 
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racial divide between the participants and their AP classmates represented a structural 

barrier that caused them to feel the need to prove or justify their proper placement in AP.  

Despite that barrier, all described feeling supported by AP peers and felt like part of a 

collective AP group that was viewed as intelligent and adult-like.  Associated with being 

adult-like were setting higher expectations for themselves and experiencing higher 

expectations from others around them (i.e., parents, teachers, family members).   

The participants also described their positions vis-à-vis AP in relation to AI/AN 

peers and family.  AP caused a separation or a divide between the participants and other 

AI/AN people and culture. Participants either felt isolated or resentment from AI/AN 

peers and family members for being in AP, or they experienced pressures to show other 

AI/AN people what they were capable of within advanced educational settings. In either 

context, the participants were viewed as different from other AI/AN who shared in a 

collective identity.  Regardless of which context the participant experienced AP, all 

participants’ families were proud of each of them for their AP status, and in some cases 

participants were considered role models.  

Finally with regard to position of self, participants experienced a lack of self 

within the AP curriculum.  All reflected upon concerns about the negation of their culture 

and people from the content of their AP courses.  Some participants were unconscious of 

this element at the time, only coming to realize it after reflecting upon their AP 

experience.  As they revisited the negation of their culture within the AP curriculum, all 

expressed a sense of sorrow either for not voicing concerns at the time or for wishing 

their cultures had received attention within the AP content. 

Essence: Awareness of a Hidden Curriculum 
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Participants experienced an awareness of a hidden curriculum.  They were 

intentionally taught to think critically, outside the box, and radically in their AP courses 

as skills that were necessary to interact with the formal curriculum.  These skills were 

intended to be practiced and applied to the AP content presented by the teachers; the tacit 

message was that students should use those skills within the boundaries of what was 

presented in the formal curriculum.  However, given the participants’ analysis of their 

positions of self as separate from the AP culture and norms, what participants questioned 

was how they were being taught, what they were being taught, and who they were being 

taught by.  The participants passively accepted incongruences and tended to outwardly 

assimilate, but they expressed an acknowledgement of the presence of a hidden 

curriculum. Participants silently questioned the content either because of perceived or 

actual barriers, and an effect of the hidden curriculum, which rendered them voiceless. 

Voicelessness and acceptance were expected interactions and reactions.   

Further, participants expressed concern that they were taught to think critically in 

AP to prepare for a standardized test.  They had feelings of pretense about the 

relationship between learning to think critically and demonstrating knowledge on a 

standardized test.  Participants felt objectified as their AP exam scores that were rendered 

from a standardized test.  As noted, it was “drilled in [their] brains” the importance of 

earning fours and fives.  These perceptions led participants to question the authenticity 

and altruism of opportunities AP claims to offer students.  The tacit message within the 

hidden curriculum is that what constitutes achievement or success equates to students 

earning fours and fives on AP exams and that scores are paramount importance.   
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Participants stressed gaining benefits from AP was an important opportunity for 

AI/AN students. However, they acknowledged the ability to access the opportunity for 

gains was unequal for AI/AN people. Recognizing that a majority of AI/AN peers were 

not afforded AP opportunities rendered the participants skeptical, even distrustful of AP.  

They contemplated why opportunities were not evenly distributed and met this realization 

with ambivalence toward AP.  The assumption exposed within the hidden curriculum was 

that AP is available to those who belong to a dominant culture or have somehow found a 

way in, but must continually prove their belonging in AP.  

The participants desired personal gains from AP, but they desired gains for other 

AI/AN, too.  Competing purposes of AP are called into question.  Are gains from AP 

meant for a collective good or personal educational advancement? Can it be both? All 

participants sought personal benefits from AP to include exemption from certain college 

courses by scoring a four or five on their AP exams, exposure to college-like courses, and 

higher level learning – gains the hidden curriculum would support.  However, 

participants also sought collective gains such as giving back to their AI/AN community, 

serving as a role model for younger AI/AN, honoring family and ancestors, and inspiring 

other AI/AN to take AP courses.  Participants considered concern for collective gains 

unique and not aligned with the values of the hidden curriculum which favored individual 

advancement and personal gains. 

The participants’ ties to the AI/AN community and their perception of AP 

displayed itself within an awareness of the hidden curriculum.  Participants raised 

nontraditionally and away from their tribes expressed a generally positive AP experience.  

While they were concerned about a lack of self within AP content, it was not to the 
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degree of those who were raised traditionally. Participants raised nontraditionally 

expressed a disconnect from their AI/AN culture.  Other people thought these participants 

were of non-AI/AN races (i.e., White or Hispanic).  Both accepted the misperception and 

one participant described embracing it. Participants raised traditionally in their tribal 

communities expressed strong feelings of skepticism of AP content, questioned the 

emphasis on test preparation over learning, fixated on the lack of multicultural texts and 

topics, and described distrust of AP’s ability to provide unique opportunity for 

educational advancement.  Exposed within the hidden curriculum was that those who 

acculturate tend to have more positive feelings about their AP education.           

Summary 

 This chapter presented the findings of the study. I employed a structured 

phenomenological research design involving several processes to discover the essences of 

AI/AN AP experience. I engaged in epoche throughout data collection and analysis to 

allow participant voices to resonate.  I was careful to keep my descriptions and analyses 

closely aligned to the data.  I reduced verbatim transcripts to horizons which gave way to 

invariant constituents that I clustered into six themes.  Considering the themes and 

invariant constituents, individual textural descriptions were developed for each 

participant.  These were then reconsidered to arrive a composite textural description 

which captured what participants experienced in AP.  Next, individual structural 

descriptions were developed leading to a composite structural description of how 

participants experienced AP. The final process of data analysis rendered a composite 

textural-structural description which presented the essences of AP as experienced by the 

AI/AN participants as a whole.  
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 A discussion of the study’s conclusions, relationship to theory, and the 

implications for policy, practice, and future research are discussed in Chapter 5.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations 

  Overview 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to gain a deeper understanding of 

AI/AN students’ experience in AP.  Previous research focusing on AI/AN experience in 

advanced educational setting is scant and “few studies have sought the perceptions of 

[AI/AN] students themselves” (Cleary, 2008, p. 20).  Other AI/AN educational 

researchers have stressed the importance of concentrating on understanding AI/AN 

students’ perceptions as a central research focus (Swisher and Tippeconnic, 1999). 

Honoring these declarations and desiring to amplify their silenced voices, I intentionally 

entered into the research endeavor to give voice to AI/AN AP participants through a 

phenomenological design. This study has relevance to the field as AI/AN students score 

significantly below their white peers on all AP exams (Moore & Slate, 2010) and the 

nineteen states with the highest AI/AN populations had not closed the participation or 

performance gaps for AI/AN students on AP exams (College Board, 2014).  To gain a 

deeper understanding of AI/AN AP experience, I sought to arrive at the essences, those 

features of a phenomenon that indicate “the condition or quality without which a thing 

would not be what it is” (Husserl, 1931 as cited in Moustakas, 1994).  The study sought 

to understand how AI/AN students make sense of the AP experience by analyzing the 

textures and structures AI/AN students experience in AP courses, on exams, and how 

they understand AP as opportunity.   

Findings indicate there are two essences of the phenomenon: position of self and 

an awareness of a hidden curriculum. Through reflective and recursive data analysis, I 

concluded that AI/AN students experience an incongruence between being AI/AN and 
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being an AP student; AI/AN students interpret AP as offering unequal opportunities for 

personal and collective benefits; and AP curriculums and exams represent barriers that 

affect how AI/AN students make meaning of their AP education.  This chapter provides a 

discussion of the conclusions, implication for policy and practice, recommendations for 

future research and concluding remarks.  

Conclusions 

 Through phenomenological research methods, I explored the research question: 

How and what do AI/AN students experience in AP?  The findings supported three 

conclusions.   

1. AI/AN students experience an incongruence between being AI/AN and being an 

AP student. 

2. AI/AN students interpret AP as offering unequal opportunities for personal and 

collective benefits. 

3. AP curriculums and exams represent barriers that affect how AI/AN students 

make meaning of their AP education.  

Each conclusion was drawn based on the data and the findings revealed through analysis.  

I completed data analysis and drew the conclusions while engaged in epoche. Thus, I 

developed the conclusions void of influence from previous literature and the theoretical 

frameworks that undergirded the study. After dwelling in the findings and conclusions, I 

returned to the literature and theoretical frameworks to situate the conclusions relative to 

previous knowledge.  Each conclusion is discussed relative to the literature and 

implications for theory in the following sections.  Because they are intertwined, the 
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literature and implications for theory are discussed together in relation to each conclusion 

in the following sections.   

Conclusion One - AI/AN students experience an incongruence between being AI/AN and 

being an AP student. 

A major conclusion of this study that helps answer the overarching research 

question was that AI/AN students experience an incongruence between being AI/AN and 

being an AP student.  The research question how and what do AI/AN students experience 

in AP, is partially satisfied by the distance and separation the participants felt between 

their racial identity and their AP status as they acknowledged their position of self.  AP 

status and identification as AI/AN were elements of their identity that were exclusive of 

each other.  To be an AP student meant dismissing AI/AN identity and knowledges. 

Participant C eloquently illustrated this conclusion: “Me being a Native American and an 

AP student - those two worlds I guess didn't really intermingle. There was no opportunity 

within each of them to help the other.”   

Previous literature indicates AI/AN students are cognizant of their race within 

educational systems and they experience conflict between their race and the norms of 

U.S. educational contexts (Quijada Cerercer, 2013).  Limiting the focus of my study to 

experience within the context of AP, the first conclusion aligns with Quijada Cerercer’s 

previous findings.  Quijada Cerercer found that through school, AI/AN students came to 

understand that racial identity was constructed against white male norms.  In my study, 

findings indicated that AI/AN AP students understood themselves by comparison against 

the constructed norms of white AP students. The comparison left AI/AN students with a 

sense of inferiority or feelings of not fully belonging in AP as AI/AN people. Quijada 
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Cerercer also noted that AI/AN students were expected to assimilate to the dominant 

norms evident in school.  This finding was echoed in my study as participants faced 

dissonance when encountering incongruences between their culture and certain 

instruction practices, stress, competition, and negation of multicultural texts and 

perspectives.  Competing worldviews between AI/AN students and the worldviews 

predominating the textures and structures of AP was present in the data and indicative of 

the essences of the AI/AN AP experience: position of self and an awareness of a hidden 

curriculum.  These also resonated in Quijada Cerercer’s data. It is interesting to compare 

a component of Quijada Cerercer’s data presentation with mine.  An AI/AN student she 

interviewed questioned why he and other AI/AN students had to “learn the White man’s 

way.”  The participants in my study questioned similarly, with one participant 

contemplating why everything in AP was presented from the “European mindset.”  

Structural inequality theorists would respond to these inquiries that the educational 

institution is designed to serve the interests of the dominant society and reproduce 

society’s inequities in order to maintain hegemony (Huffman, 2010). 

While the first conclusion of this study aligns in part to the theory of involuntary 

minority status, the theory alone does not suffice for discussing variations in the 

participants’ meaning-making of AP.  AI/AN, as involuntary minorities, interpret their 

position with a dual frame of reference which is negative and different from dominant 

cultural frames (Ogbu & Simons, 1998).  AI/AN students have a frame of reference 

positioning themselves as an AP student and a frame of reference comparing themselves 

to members of the dominant culture within AP.  Within these frames, AI/AN students 

experience an incongruence between being AI/AN and being an AP student; the findings 
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of this study indicate AI/AN students do notice themselves as different from the 

dominant culture of AP.  Ogbu and Simons (1998) concluded, through colonization and 

“forced incorporation into U.S. society, and [given] their subsequent mistreatment, 

[involuntary minorities] develop a collective identity defined to a great extent by its 

difference from and opposition to white American identity” (Ogbu & Simons, 1998, 

p.175).  AI/AN AP students in this study did not universally display opposition to the 

dominant white AP norms, but they all recognized themselves as different and AI/AN 

students as “others” in context of AP.   

Ogbu admits that his theory attempts to explain group not individual behavior, 

and therefore may not be sufficient for explaining differences within groups.  Left only 

partially explained are involuntary monitories who do perform well in school. Ogbu’s 

theory contends that as a group involuntary minorities resist education and school in an 

effort to preserve their culture and values. Conversely, to be successful, one must reject 

her own Native culture and identity.  Ogbu explains, those who do perform well have 

done so by assimilating or “acting white”.  This assumption of involuntary minority 

status theory revealed itself to varying degrees in my study.  Participants C and D 

navigated AP with others assuming they were of a race other than AI/AN.  Also, they 

were raised non-traditionally and it is possible they assimilated to white norms, though 

this was not measured in the study.  Participants A and B, on the other hand, were 

recognized as AI/AN and were raised traditionally.  Given Ogbu’s theory, Participants A 

and B should not have been academically successful, but they were.  Despite separation 

or rejections, all participants were not deterred from continuing to seek academic success. 

In sum, participants in this study did not universally oppose the dominant culture in an 
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effort to preserve their AI/AN culture as collective identity.  Instead, they felt the two 

elements – AP and AI/AN – were “two worlds” that did not or could not “intermingle” 

and with different responses, navigated those two worlds.   

Prudence Carter (2007) extended Ogbu’s work in her exploration of black 

students’ US school experiences. The black students referenced in Carter’s work 

balanced between connecting to their cultural values and navigating norms of the 

dominant culture, as did the AI/AN participants in my study.  To different extents, the 

AI/AN participants indoctrinated to the dominant culture of AP, but continued to 

preserve her own group identity in her own way.  Carter found that the black youth, 

whom Ogbu would classify as involuntary minorities, believed in the value of education 

for mobility.  The participants in my study valued education as a means to mobility, as 

well.  This finding refutes Ogbu’s theory in that Ogbu maintains involuntary minorities 

see no hope of getting ahead through education.  Simply stated, the same opportunities 

are not available to involuntary minorities given myriad barriers and structures 

preventing their educational success.  However, the mere fact that the participants in this 

study were academically successful and accessed AP, denies this assumption of 

involuntary minority status when applied on an individual basis.   

Conclusion Two - AI/AN students interpret AP as offering unequal opportunities for 

personal and collective benefits. 

A major conclusion of the study that contributes to answering the overarching 

research question and speaks specifically to subquestion 2 (How do AI/AN students 

understand AP as opportunity?) was that AI/AN students interpret AP as offering 

opportunities for personal and collective benefits for AI/AN people, but these benefits are 
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offered on an unequal basis.  Hochschild and Scorvonick (2003) state the dual purposes 

of education are to attain personal gain and advance the collective good.  The findings 

that led to the conclusion under discussion here, indicate AP has potential to advance 

both purposes for AI/AN students, but AP is not currently actualizing dual purposes. 

College Board (2014) asserts, “There is one clear, undeniable benefit awarded to every 

single student who enrolls in AP: opportunity” (p. 27).  The struggle for the AI/AN 

participants in this study as they made-meaning around AP and opportunity was 

recognizing the inequality of “who enrolls in AP” and the implication of barriers that 

fractured the structure of AP as opportunity.   

The participants in this study sought personal benefits from AP including 

challenging coursework, exposure to college-like classrooms and content, college 

preparation, refined or strengthened skills, being around other smart people, exemptions 

from college classes, and weighted GPAs.  Their motivations and aspirations for taking 

AP were consistent with the literature (Flores, & Gomez, 2011; Klopfenstein & Thomas, 

2009; Morgan & Ramist, 1998; Ndura, Robinson & Ochs, 2003; Santoli, 2002; Solorzan 

& Ornelas, 2004).  To varying degrees, participants received these benefits.  The 

participants also sought benefits for others.  They perceived their individual academic 

achievements in AP as marked success for the AI/AN collective identity; their individual 

academic achievement in AP signified success that could be had by AI/AN people.  Their 

AP academic achievement was symbolic proof that AI/AN students can succeed in AP 

despite the tradition of low enrollment and performance scores.  Their academic 

achievement marked by AP was considered a part of their families’ identities and an 

opportunity to dispel negative AI/AN stereotypes and honor ancestors.    
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Participants expressed AP did not influence their decision to enroll in college; all 

planned to attend college regardless of their experience with AP.  AP did not pose a 

possible personal gain in regards to seeking enrollment in college.  Previous literature 

reported 83.33% of students in the sample who took at least one AP exam enrolled in a 4-

year postsecondary institution directly following high school graduation (Chajewski, 

Mattern, and Shaw, 2011).  All participants in my study went on to enroll in 4-year 

universities following high school graduation.  This finding is important considering the 

discrepancy of college enrollment between AI/AN and Whites directly following high 

school graduation, 52% and 74% respectively (Education Trust, 2013). While Chajewski, 

et al. concluded that participation in AP suggests college-going behavior, they 

acknowledged that participation in AP is not an exclusive indicator of subsequent college 

enrollment.  I too make this distinction. What cannot be ascertained is the role AP 

experience played in the participants’ college admissions decisions.  In other words, AP 

may not have influenced their personal decisions to enroll in college, but it may have 

contributed to their personal gains of obtaining college admittance directly after high 

school graduation.    

Participants were disappointed that they did not earn exemption from college 

classes for scores of four and five on their AP exams.  This was a gain all participants 

initially set their sights on; however, the colleges they attended did not honor AP for 

college credit or class exemption.  This is consistent with Schneider’s (2003) discussion 

regarding the loss of AP’s elitist reputation. Schneider asserted the AP program’s prestige 

and credibility has been weakened as AP has become more widely accessible. This calls 

into question AP’s ability to provide the tangible personal gain of exemption from 
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college courses. Despite any negative perceptions participants held of AP, it must be 

noted that all participants would not change their AP status; all would choose to remain 

AP students, even Participant B who adamantly wanted to drop her AP course. This 

finding is evidence that AI/AN students perceived they earned rewards and benefits from 

taking an AP course despite not receiving exemption from college courses.  Participants 

noted feeling more prepared for college, feeling challenged, being treated like an adult, 

learning to write better and to support their opinions in conversations, and exposure to 

college workloads as personal gains garnered from taking AP classes.  

Along with personal gains, AI/AN AP participants were concerned with gains for 

the collective good.  While this study was not framed by culturally responsive schooling 

(CRS), some tenets of CRS as they relate to AI/AN students help expound the conclusion 

under discussion.  Castagno and Brayboy (2008) reported AI/AN epistemologies include 

a holistic emphasis, relational worldviews, and the purpose of using knowledge correctly 

for the good of a group rather than personal gain.  The idea of giving back to their 

communities, becoming a role model for younger AI/AN students, symbolically 

representing the potential for all AI/AN to be successful, and sharing their success with 

their families’ identities and honoring their ancestors align with Castagno and Brayboy’s 

discussion of AI/AN epistemologies and CRS.   

The finding in my study that AI/AN AP students are concerned for the collective 

good and might be considered as role models or symbols of success for other AI/AN on 

account of their academic achievement in AP does not wholly support by Ogbu’s (1987) 

theory of involuntary minority status.  A precept of involuntary minority status is that 

role models and traditional paths to success are met with ambivalence.  The participants 
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in this study were hypothetical role models and symbols. It was their personal perception 

that they stood for something more than themselves as successful AI/AN AP students.  

While we cannot know from this study other AI/AN’s perceptions or acceptance of the 

participants as role models or symbols of the collective identity, we must acknowledge it 

as potential and as self-perception.  Ogbu concluded that role models of an involuntary 

minority group who are considered to have “made it” may have done so by succumbing 

to the hegemony of white culture and by denying their own heritage.  It is possible that 

the participants, particularly the ones who did not grow up traditionally and were 

disconnected from Native culture, assimilated to dominant culture.  Indeed they did deny 

their heritage by permitting others to perceive them as Hispanic or White which is 

reinforced by one participant’s description of herself: “I was too white for them.”   

The final prong of this conclusion that warrants discussion is the participants’ 

perception that AP is offered to AI/AN students on a limited basis and the consequence 

upon AI/AN AP students.  Derived from the hidden curriculum, participants’ impression 

of AP is that, while offering some personal and collective benefits, AP opportunities 

are not accessible to all AI/AN students.  This reality is discriminatory. The participants’ 

awareness of unequal access is indicative of the caste-like education system Ogbu 

identified as a structure that renders advanced educational opportunities rare for 

involuntary minorities.  The participants were concerned that they were afforded 

opportunities for personal gains that other AI/AN people were not. It is important to 

consider that the guilt the participants felt by participating in AP opportunities while 

some of their AI/AN peers were not offered these opportunities is indicative of the 

participants’ desires for collective gains.  The participants sought personal gains, but they 
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also wished gains for AI/AN collectively. They lamented that AI/AN peers did not attend 

schools where AP was offered, that AI/AN teenagers were too inundated with dangers to 

consider learning and school a priority, that AI/AN peers were not up to the challenge of 

AP, and that AI/AN peers did not view themselves as capable enough for AP.  This 

conclusion is supported by Ogbu’s conclusion that, given their history of mistreatment 

and discrimination, involuntary minorities are distrustful of white-controlled institutions 

(Ogbu & Simons, 1998) which may include school systems and the College Board.   

Despite a distrust and the realization of unequal opportunity, the fact that the 

participants participated in AP which claims to offer such benefits as opportunity, 

“learning to craft effective arguments, discovering a lifelong passion, building 

confidence, earning credit for college, or persisting to graduate from college on time” 

(College Board, 2014, p. 27), demonstrates they did not embody the characteristics of 

involuntary minorities. They indeed did have access to advanced educational 

opportunities and interpreted AP as offering educational benefits.  The participants 

belonged to a racial group classified as an involuntary minority, but they did not reject or 

deny the possibility for personal gains from AP that Ogbu asserts involuntary monitories 

would as they develop a collective identity in conflict to the dominant culture.   

The participants questioned why opportunities for personal and collective gains 

were presented on a limited basis.  Limited offerings of AP to AI/AN students is a marker 

of a macrolevel structural barrier.  Structural inequality theorists assume that conditions 

have been created to produce unequal opportunities for racial minorities’ educational 

access and success (Huffman, 2010).  The participants recognized this barrier manifested 

as unequal access to AP for AI/AN students.   
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Conclusion Three - AP curriculums and exams represent barriers that affect how AI/AN 

students make meaning of this educational context. 

A major conclusion that contributes to answering the overarching research 

question and specifically speaks to subquestions 1 and 3 is that participants faced barriers 

with the AP curriculum and exams which affected their meaning-making of their AP 

education.  Within AP courses, participants did not recognize themselves as part of the 

AP curriculum. This data is indicative of both an awareness of a hidden curriculum and 

position of self.  Notably, all participants commented on the neglect of AI/AN in 

curriculum, content, textbooks, documents and other texts.  Though they acquiesced 

concerning the neglect of Native American topics and contributions within AP 

curriculums, the participants encouraged others to question the content and status quo of 

AP and to “push the envelope.”  Remaining quiet and compliant were in line with the 

expectations of the hidden curriculum.  However, encouraging others to voice concerns is 

reflective of the participants’ concern for the nature of knowledge. Concern for the nature 

of knowledge, a tenet of CRS discussed by Castagno and Brayboy (2008), was evidenced 

by the participants’ questioning the honesty and worldview of AP content.  Ultimately, 

participants adhered to the hidden curriculum by not overtly questioning or disrupting 

status quo which was essentially reinforced by formal curricula that dismissed AI/AN 

people and Native American topics.    

The neglect of AI/AN within AP content was perceived mainly as an effect of 

teachers blindly following a curriculum aligned to AP exams.  A standardized AP 

curriculum is a by-product of the standardized end-of-course AP exam.  The interaction 

of teachers with the AP content, then, was a microlevel outcropping indicative of a 
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macrolevel discriminatory barrier that dismisses AI/AN from formal curriculum.  This 

conclusion is supportive of structural inequality theory (Huffman, 2010).  Participant B 

may have said it best when she expressed, “They tried killing us before, and I guess 

they're still trying to do so in textbooks. Either the misrepresentation and just the 

complete annihilation, but just trying to make it so we don't exist.”  AI/AN elimination 

from AP curriculum is a macrolevel barrier originating from beyond the walls of the 

school. 

The AP exam is another structural barrier that affects AI/AN students’ meaning-

making of AP and specifically speaks to research subquestion 3.  Structural inequality 

theorists maintain that standardized testing preserves the hegemony (Huffman, 2010). 

Standardized tests can be detrimental to AI/AN students as the tests require students to 

reflect the U.S. dominant worldview (Huffman, 2010).  The hidden curriculum would 

indicate AI/AN students should embrace the dominant worldview. Noted and discussed 

in detail elsewhere, AI/AN students recognize themselves and their worldviews as 

different from those of the dominant culture.  Therefore it is plausible that because of 

standardization, when AI/AN students approach AP classes and exams, they do so with 

worldviews that conflict with the norm.  As all participants noted, teachers instructed AP 

courses with the exam in mind, essentially rendering the curriculum standardized.  Forbes 

(2000) interpreted standardization as an attempt to protect hegemony and negate 

multiculturalism.  All participants in my study noted a negation of multiculturalism as a 

remarkable component of their AP experiences.  The standardization of curricula and 

exams represented structural barriers within AP that send AI/AN students a message 



163 

 

through the hidden curriculum that in order to feel compatible with AP, they must 

assimilate to the dominant culture – they too must be standardized.   

Quijada Cerercer (2013) explored school curriculum and policies and found they 

adversely affected AI/AN students through feelings of marginalization and that school 

leadership did not embrace Native views causing students to feel dismissed by adults.  

While the findings in my study do not completely echo Quijada Cerercer’s findings, they 

do suggest AI/AN students feel dismissed and marginalized in AP.  However, the origin 

of the dismissal and marginalization is greater than at the microlevel structure of the 

school that Quijada Cerercer demonstrated.  For example, participants in my study 

explained that teachers were merely following AP curricula that dismissed AI/AN people, 

history, and contributions.  The teachers were not consciously making decisions to 

neglect AI/AN topics and contributors, signifying dismissal and marginalization is a 

systemic issue beyond the walls of the classroom.  Additionally, participants felt 

marginalized by test scores. It was “drilled in [their] brains” by “counselors, teaches, 

colleges” that they needed to get fours and fives, and “priority is to maintain [the AP] test 

and its position on the school.”  Essentially, AI/AN AP students became objectified as a 

test score, a number. 

The conclusion under discussion here is partially supported by involuntary 

minority status. Ogbu posited that, given their history of mistreatment and discrimination, 

involuntary minorities are distrustful of white-controlled institutions (Ogbu & Simons, 

1998).  Given the lack of AI/AN representation in the AP curriculum and their schools’ 

priorities upon test scores, the participants did express a sense of distrust, skepticism and 

objectification.  However, what is missing from the explanation is the participants’ ability 
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to do well despite a distrust and the structural barriers they faced.  It may be beneficial to 

consider Carter’s (2007) discussion of multicultural navigators and how her findings 

might apply to student of races other than black.  In her discussion, Carter defines 

multicultural navigators as minority students who traverse U.S. education systems with 

an understanding of social, cultural, and economic barriers that impede the group to 

which they belong.  Through this understanding, they learn to manage or balance 

elements of their identities and belongings that allow them to reap the benefits offered by 

the U.S. education system that structurally and traditionally tended to be offered only to 

members of the dominant culture.  Carter identifies three types of minority student who 

can find academic success: noncompliant-believers, cultural mainstreamers, and cultural 

straddlers. Noncompliant-believers place the same value upon achievement as the 

dominant culture, but they refuse to assimilate to the behaviors of good students in an 

effort to preserve their racial or cultural identities.  Cultural mainstreamers adhere to the 

norms of school despite rejection or pressure from their same race peers.  Finally, cultural 

straddlers adhere to the norms of school while maintaining their own culture, a behavior 

similar to code-switching.  It is possible, but left undetermined by this study, that the 

participants fell into what might be thought of as subcategories of involuntary minority 

status which allowed them to achieve academic success when much research and history 

points to the unlikelihood of their academic achievement. 

A Note on Theory 

This study was undergirded by involuntary minority status and structural 

inequality theory.  While these theories alone do not fully explain the findings, and 

discrepancies were noted between this study’s findings and involuntary minority status, 
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Ogbu’s theories have enabled educational leaders to engage in dialogue and research 

around academic disparities.  His concepts informed my way of thinking and provided a 

backdrop for how to approach this study.  While Carter’s (2007) work challenges Ogbu’s 

theory, we might consider it as adding depth by explaining individual behaviors within 

group behavior that Ogbu attempted to determine.  Of primary concern is that Ogbu did 

not sufficiently account for involuntary minority students who perform well academically 

while maintaining cultural connectedness, and Carter explored this phenomenon focusing 

on black students.  The current study attends to Ogbu’s involuntary minority status theory 

but calls for research to develop theory around AI/AN students who perform well in 

school while maintaining attachment to their cultures.  Based on the data and conclusions 

drawn from the study, the conceptual framework has been revised and is depicted in 

Figure 3. 
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Figure 3. Revised conceptual framework. Based on the data and conclusions drawn from 

the study, the conceptual framework has been revised to include standardized AP exams 

and AP curriculum as forces originating within AP that press in on AI/AN students. 

Additionally, two more arrows originating from the center circle have been included to 

indicate the essences of the AP experience which push back upon structural forces.   
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Summary of Conclusions 

The preceding section discussed this study’s three conclusions to include their 

relationships to the research question, how the data are display within them, and how they 

are situated within previous research and the theoretical frameworks.  All conclusions 

help answer the overarching research question by contributing to the understanding of 

how and what AI/AN students experience in AP.  

The first conclusion, AI/AN students experience an incongruence between being 

AI/AN and being an AP student, reflects the essence of position of self and helps answer 

research subquestion 1.  It is through recognizing themselves as others in AP that AI/AN 

students understand an incongruence between being AI/AN and being an AP student. 

This finding aligns with previous research of Quijada Cerercer (2013) who concluded 

AI/AN students are cognizant of their racial difference within school contexts and they 

come to understand their racial identity through comparison against that of white male 

norms. This study’s first conclusion supports the dual frame of reference noted in 

involuntary minority status (Ogbu & Simons, 1998).  

The study’s second conclusion, AI/AN students interpret AP as offering unequal 

opportunities for personal and collective benefits, portrays the essence of awareness of a 

hidden curriculum and contributes to answering research subquestion 2.  Participants 

described desiring to earn personal and collective gains from AP, which they believed 

they did earn.  However, they earned them while experiencing a lack of self within AP, a 

conflict between world views, and a skepticism of AP’s intention.  Implicitly, they came 

to understand who they were supposed to be and what they were supposed to value 

constructed against the dominant norms.  This was primarily realized through 
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deliberation around AP being offered to peers on an unequal basis.  This realization 

called into question AP’s ability to offer benefits to AI/AN students equally and as a 

whole. This finding partially supports tenets of both involuntary minority status and 

structural inequality theory.   

The study’s third conclusion, AP curriculums and exams represent barriers that 

affect how AI/AN make meaning of educational contexts, reflects both essences of the 

phenomenon: awareness of position of self and a hidden curriculum.  This conclusion 

offers response to research subquestion 1 and 3. The lack of self within AP and the use of 

standardized tests and prescribed curriculums reinforced the emergence of these essences.  

The conclusion supported previous research reporting AI/AN students feel marginalized 

and dismissed within school contexts (Quijada Cerercer, 2013), and partially aligns with 

involuntary minority status and structural inequality theory.   

Implications for Policy and Practice 

This study’s conclusions deliver implications for policy and practice in the area of 

AI/AN education.  Educational leaders must consider that AP curricula and exams are 

perceived to be forced upon AI/AN students whose culture and worldviews do not match 

white AP norms.  Educational leaders and policy makers must stay cognizant of this 

finding and work toward disrupting the status quo. They must also recognize and refuse 

to tolerate the systematic disregard and annihilation of AI/AN peoples through textbooks, 

curriculum, and honoring only dominant perspectives.  A redesign of the educational 

system that no longer privileges dominant society over others to reproduce inequities is 

vital to preserving AI/AN culture and advancing their education. Additionally, policy 

makers and educational leaders should be aware of the potential conflict between AI/AN 
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worldviews and standardized testing.  Standardized testing can be detrimental to AI/AN 

students because they require students to reflect the U.S. dominant worldview (Huffman, 

2010).  AI/AN students differ from the dominant culture and lack in power compared to 

white students when approaching AP courses and exams.  If AP is to continue to include 

standardized testing, the capacity for AP to equalize educational advancement for AI/AN 

students is unlikely.  A reconsideration for testing format is due.  

The unequal access of AI/AN to AP is discriminatory and affects AI/AN 

perception of AP as opportunity.  College Board “strongly encourages educators to make 

equitable access a guiding principle for their AP programs by giving all willing and 

academically prepared students the opportunity to participate in AP” (College Board, 

2016).  To support school-based personnel, College Board offers AP Potential, a free 

Web-based tool designed to identify students who are likely to succeed in AP.  

Preparation for the rigors of AP and taking courses in the same discipline as AP courses 

are also noted as indications for AP potential.  Thus, offering preparatory coursework 

leading to AP classes, such as Pre-AP or other advanced courses in younger grades, is 

imperative.  Expanding the use of AP Potential and increasing awareness is advisable.  

Policymakers must continue to expand access to AP while maintaining prestige. Flores 

and Gomez’s (2011) research indicated several barriers to AP expansion that 

policymakers and school leaders must be mindful of: a) a lack of student preparation or 

course alignment to prepare students for the rigor of an AP course; b) scheduling 

conflicts and attempting to reduce class size; c) funding; d) attitudinal barriers, 

skepticism, and resistance from school personnel, parents, and students; e) students and 

parents unaware of the benefits.   
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Educational policymakers and practitioners must strive to provide a forum for 

AI/AN voices to be heard.  Creating partnerships and collaborations between entities, 

schools and tribal leaders with social justice agendas aimed at improving situations for 

AI/AN students and people are essential.  Community outreach efforts and promotional 

or awareness nights that inform families and tribal members about the potential benefits 

of AP might increase the likelihood of a mutual understanding.  Evident in the silent 

acceptance of several conflicts and barriers revealed in this study’s finding indicate 

AI/AN students are silent or silenced. Allowing AI/AN students and people to act as their 

own agents and advocates for AP may open the dialog and begin restructuring identified 

barriers.  

Finally, the study raises awareness to inform policymakers and practitioners about 

necessary training for pre-service and in-service AP teachers and administrators of 

AI/AN students. Understanding the experiences of AI/AN students who have lived the 

phenomenon may better prepare educational practitioners to work in contexts involving 

AI/AN students in advanced educational settings.  A raised awareness of a hidden 

curriculum is also fodder for practitioners to reflect and evaluate instructional practices 

and choices.  The mention of importance of a local curriculum and selection of materials 

of interest and importance to students urges teachers to know their audience.  Lastly, if 

we are to consider Carter’s (2007) work, we could argue that it is the responsibility of 

teachers and educational practitioners to acknowledge power discrepancies AI/AN 

students face.  Teachers, educational practitioners, and tribal leaders could not ignore or 

shelter AI/AN students from the structures and barriers that impede their success, rather 

they would need to teach AI/AN about the structural inequalities and how to navigate 
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around or within them while valuing their own cultures if they are to realize their full 

potential for academic success and maintain identity. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Additional research is necessary to develop a more comprehensive understanding 

of the experiences of AI/AN students in AP.  Further research recommendations include 

the areas of sample size and criteria modifications, impact of AI/AN cultural attachment 

on AP experiences, further exploration of barriers and incongruence.   

Sample Size and Criteria Modifications  

 This study included four AI/AN participants who were each interviewed one time.  

Though the total population of AI/AN AP students is relatively small, representing 0.6% 

of total AP exam takers in 2013 (College Board, 2014), four participants is a limitation to 

this study as it is on the smaller end of recommended sample sizes (Dukes, 1984).  

Expanding sample size provides opportunity for future research.   

 Future research with modifications to sample criteria is needed.  Unintentionally, 

all participants were females who were working in or studying the field of education.  

Expanding criteria to include non-college going AI/AN participants and male participants 

is necessary to develop a more comprehensive understanding of AI/AN experience with 

the phenomenon. Additional sample criteria to consider are AI/AN students who earn less 

than a four on AP exams or who fail AP classes and AI/AN students who took other AP 

courses than the participants in this study’s sample such as math and sciences.     

Impact of AI/AN Cultural Attachment on AP Experiences 

 The impact of AI/AN cultural attachment and its effect on AI/AN students’ 

experiences in AP was beyond the scope of this study, but data hinted at the possibility of 
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a relationship between these variables.  Future research is needed to explore this 

relationship.  Wood and Clay (1996) used quantitative measures to investigate several 

variables, including the relationship between attachment to AI/AN culture and academic 

underperformance.  Employing the same measures of AI/AN attachment to explore 

experiences in AP via qualitative and quantitative measures is necessary to develop a 

more complete picture of the phenomenon. Researchers might explore AI/AN attachment 

and perceptions of AP, or AI/AN attachment and AP performance. 

Further Exploration of Barriers and Incongruence 

 Further research is needed to explore barriers and incongruence.  AP curriculum 

and exams played a role in how AI/AN students perceived AP. A quantitative research 

design to investigate factors that affect AP curriculum and exams as perceived or actual 

barriers for AI/AN students is possible future research.  Doing so will provide a more 

complete picture of AI/AN experiences in AP to improve the program.  Additionally, the 

incongruence that was experienced by being AI/AN and an AP student deserves further 

attention.  Investigating this conclusion with an expanded sample or a focus group would 

illuminate additional details of the phenomenon that may lead to improving the program.   

Concluding Remarks 

This study aimed to give voice to the silenced.  Reciprocal dialog and 

conversations between the participants and me unearthed their words to reveal their lived 

experiences in AP.  Their questions and critiques, their wonder and confusion, their 

disregard and dismissal during AP courses and exams were discussed and brought to 

light.  Through the words of AI/AN we must acknowledge that there is an incongruence 

between being AI/AN and being an AP student; AI/AN students interpret AP as offering 
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opportunities on an unequal basis for personal and collective benefits; and AP 

curriculums and exams represent barriers that affect how AI/AN students make meaning 

of their AP education.  Given these conclusions, we must acknowledge AP privileges 

white European norms and perspectives while at best diminishing all others and at worst 

eliminating them. However, acknowledgment will not suffice. Policymakers, 

practitioners, university leaders, educational leaders, AI/AN leaders, and civil rights 

leaders must work collaboratively to infiltrate and reshape existing structures that restrict 

and oppress AI/AN students in advanced educational settings.   

This study contributes to the limited existing literature focused on AI/AN students 

in AP. By amplifying the voices of AI/AN who have experienced AP, this study offers a 

unique angle that had not previously been explored and it extends the work of Moore and 

Slate (2010) who determined that AI/AN students score significantly below their white 

peers on all AP exams.  The findings and conclusions add to an emerging conversation 

regarding AI/AN students in AP that has only recently begun to take stage.  This 

conversation is far from finished - much more work remains with regard to AI/AN 

access, participation, and performance in AP.  Researchers must continue to engage in 

topics of social justice aimed at increasing opportunities for and reducing the oppression 

of AI/AN populations.  It is my hope that a greater understanding of how and what 

AI/AN students experience in AP may serve as a starting point for future studies and 

policy creation.   
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Appendix A 

Participant Recruitment E-mail 

I am writing to recruit participants for a study I am conducting as a doctoral student at 

The George Washington University.  The study focuses on American Indian/Alaskan 

Native (AI/AN) students’ experiences in Advanced Placement (AP) courses.  This study 

seeks to illuminate the voices of AI/AN who took AP courses in mainstream public U.S. 

high schools.  Potential participants must identify themselves as an American Indian or 

Alaskan Native between the ages of 18 and 24, and have taken at least one AP course 

while a student in a mainstream, public U.S. high school.   

 

During an in-depth interview between 60 and 90 minutes, you will be asked to describe 

your experiences in AP courses and/or on AP exams.  I can accommodate your schedule 

and will meet at a location of your choosing.  Your responses to the interview questions 

will remain confidential and your anonymity will be protected by use of pseudonym or 

label rather than your name.  The interviews will be audio recorded for later transcription; 

however, the transcripts and recordings will be labeled with a unique code to protect your 

identity and the recordings will be destroyed within one to two years after completion of 

the study.  Your recording will not be used in any presentation or publication. All 

research data will be kept in secured, locked and password-protected locations to 

preserve your confidentiality.   

 

You will be compensated by choosing one of a variety of $25.00 gift cards. 

 

Please review the Informed Consent form and Demographic Information Sheet attached 

to this email.  You may feel free to contact me at cougavin@gwu.edu or at telephone 

number 757-470-XXX if you have any questions about the study that may help you make 

your decision.  If you wish to participate, please call or email me and return the 

Demographic Information Sheet via email to me, Courtney Gavin at cougavin@gwu.edu.  

We can then set up a convenient time and place for an interview.  

 

 

Very respectfully, 

 

Courtney Gavin 

Doctoral Candidate, The George Washington University  

cougavin@gwu.edu 

757-470-XXXX 

 

 

mailto:cougavin@gwu.edu
mailto:cougavin@gwu.edu
mailto:cougavin@gwu.edu
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Appendix B  

Demographic Collection From 

Please provide the following demographic information. This information will not be 

connected to your name. You may choose not to answer any/all questions on this form. 

 

 

1.  Do you identify yourself as American Indian and/or Alaskan Native? (Circle 

One) 
 

Yes   No  

 

2. Age _____________________________ 

 

 

3. Did you attend a public, mainstream high school in the United States? (Circle 

One) 
 

Yes   No  

 

4. Did you take at least one Advanced Placement course in high school? (Circle 

One) 
 

Yes   No  

 

5. Gender (Circle One) 

Female   Male   Unspecified 

 

 

 

 

Participant Code: (to be completed by principal investigator) ______________________ 
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Appendix C: Informed Consent Form 

Informed Consent Form 

“A Phenomenological Analysis of the Advanced Placement Experiences of American 

Indian/Alaskan Native Students” 
 

IRB ___________ 

 

Principal Investigator:  Dr. Kelly Sherrill 

Principal Contact: Mrs. Courtney Gavin 

 

You are invited to take part in a research study being conducted by Courtney Gavin, a 

graduate student at The George Washington University in the Education Administration 

and Policy Studies doctoral program.  

 

You are being asked if you want to take part in this study because you have self-identified 

as an American Indian/Alaskan Native who participated in Advanced Placement in a 

public U.S. high school.  Please read this form and ask me any questions that will help 

you decide if you want to participate in the study. Participation is completely voluntary 

and you may opt out or quit at any time without repercussion.   

 

The purpose of this study is to explore your experiences in Advanced Placement courses 

and/or on Advanced Placement exams. Experience can be both passive and active, 

passive in the sense of what is done to us, and active in the sense of what we do.  The 

questions I will ask revolve around what and how you experienced different aspects of the 

Advanced Placement program. I will not attempt to interpret your words, I am seeking 

vivid and rich descriptions that portray your experiences with Advanced Placement.  This 

will include your thoughts and behaviors as well as situations, events, people, and places 

that connect with your experience. I value your participation and thank you for your 

commitment to the time and energy necessary.     

 

The total amount of time you will spend in the interview for this study is 60 - 90 minutes. 

We will arrange the time and public place that works most conveniently for you.  

 

The study has the following risks:  

 

Given your individual experiences, it is possible you may feel some emotional discomfort 

answering the interview questions. You are free to skip any question(s) or stop the 

interview at any point. 

 

There is a small chance your participation in this study could be traced.  However, steps 

are being taken to protect your anonymity to including pseudonyms when reporting data, 

keeping your personal demographic information in a secure and locked cabinet away 

from interview data, and using password encrypted software when working with data. 

You will select a pseudonym to protect your name, and any information that you supply 

through your interview responses will be attributed to the pseudonym only, never your 

real name.  Any information with your real name on it (i.e., this document) will be kept in 
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a separate, secure location.  You will have an opportunity to review your interview 

transcript.   

 

The records of this study will be kept private. In any published articles or presentations, I 

will only refer to you by your pseudonym. The researcher will also leave out any uniquely 

identifiable information from the paper and any published articles or presentations. 

 

You may review your records for the study by contacting the departments of George 

Washington University responsible for overseeing research safety and compliance. 

 

Participation in this research may not help you directly.  However, the study has 

potential to help future American Indians/Alaskan Native students as education and 

policy leaders can have a better understanding of the Advanced Placement experience as 

told by American Indian/Alaskan Native students.  

 

 As a token of her appreciation, Mrs. Gavin will provide each participant a $25.00 gift 

card upon completion of the interview. 

 

Talk to the research team if you have questions, concerns, complaints, or think you have 

been harmed. You can contact the Principal Investigator, Dr. Kelly Sherrill, listed on the 

front of this form, at 678-266-XXXX or sherrill@gwu.edu, or the Principal Contact, Mrs. 

Courtney Gavin at 757-470-XXXX or cougavin@gwu.edu. For questions regarding your 

rights as a participant in human research call the GWU Office of Human Research at 

202-994-2715.  

   

If you agree to take part in this study, please sign below: 

 

 

 

I agree to participate in the study conducted by Courtney Gavin, entitled “A 

Phenomenological Analysis of the Advanced Placement Experiences of American 

Indian/Alaskan Native Students.”  I understand that I will take part in one 60 - 90 minute 

interview, and that I have the right to withdraw from the study at any point in time.  

 

Name (print): 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Name (sign): 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Date: _______________________________ 
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After you sign this Consent Form, the research team will provide you with a copy. Please 

keep it in case you want to read it again or call someone about the study.  
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Appendix D 

 

Interview Protocol 

 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the study and meeting with me today for the 

interview.  I appreciate your willingness to share your unique and personal events and 

situations.  I am a doctoral student at the George Washington University and I am 

conducting research on the experiences of American Indian and Alaska Native students in 

Advanced Placement courses, which I will refer to as AP from now on. In the interview 

today I will ask you to discuss several topics about your experiences in AP courses.  We 

will be discussing your personal experiences, so there are no wrong or right answers. 

Experience can be both passive and active, passive in the sense of what is done to us, and 

active in the sense of what we do. 

 

Through your participation in this research I hope to understand Advanced Placement as 

it revealed itself through your experience, so you will be asked to recall specific 

situations or events that you experienced as an American Indian/Alaskan Native AP 

student. I am seeking vivid and accurate portrayals of these experiences and what they 

were like for you.  This will include your thoughts and behaviors as well as situations, 

events, people, and places that connect with your experience. I value your participation 

and thank you for your commitment to the time and energy necessary.  

 

I will be recording our interview today so that it may be transcribed later.  The files 

containing the recording will not include any personally identifiable information.  A 

participant code, or if you choose a pseudonym, will assist in organizing the transcripts 

and cannot be connected to your name by anyone but myself and my dissertation chair.  

You will also have an opportunity to review your interview transcript after it is prepared.  

You will remain anonymous, though I will collect personal and contact information for 

record keeping.   

 

If you would like me to turn off the recorder at any time, just let me know and I will turn 

it off.  If there is a question you prefer not to answer, please let me know and we will skip 

it and go to the next.  Also, feel free to let me know if I should repeat a question.  I would 

like you to feel comfortable enough to speak freely about your experiences.   

 

Do I have permission to record this interview? 

 

Do you have any questions? 

 

1. Briefly describe your experience in high school. 

2. What AP course(s) did you take? 

3. Did you take the exam associated with the course(s)? 

Now, take a moment to remember yourself as an AP student. (pause) 

4. What I would like you to do is picture yourself in the classroom and describe as 

fully as you can your AP experience as an American Indian/Alaskan Native.   
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Possible probes 

a. Tell me about how you learned, how you felt, and how you acted in your 

AP class. 

b. What was the most…part of the AP experience? 

i. rewarding 

ii. challenging 

5. Describe what stands out to you most as being associated with your AP 

experience. 

 

Possible probe topics 

 

a. Teaching 

b. Teachers  

c. Peers 

d. Exams 

e. Study 

f. Content 

g. Curriculum 

h. Coursework  

i. Status 

j. Opportunity 

k. Reward, benefit 

6. Describe what you wished to gain by taking an AP course. 

7. Explain how you did or did not gain what you wanted from the course.  

8. Describe as fully as you can your AP exam experience. As you describe the 

experience, consider before the exam, during the exam, and after the exam. 

 

9. Explain what you hoped to gain by taking the exam. 

10. In what ways did you or did you not gain what you hoped by taking the exam? 

11. Explain how the exam affected future decisions.  

12. How did the total AP experience affect you? 

a. Possible probe topics 

i. Expectations 

ii. Perspectives on education opportunity 

iii. Future goals and aspirations 

iv. career 

13. Describe what it means to you to have been an AP student. 

 

14. What advice would you give aspiring AI/AN AP students? 
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15. Is there anything else you would like to let me know about your experiences as an 

AI/AN AP student? 
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Appendix E 

Participant Thank You Email 

Thank you so much for meeting with me to share your experiences with Advanced 

Placement. The study relies upon your willingness to share your unique and personal 

thoughts, feelings, events, and situations. I appreciate the time and commitment you spent 

with me to share your story.    

I have attached a transcript of your interview to this email.  Please review the text to be 

sure it fully captures your experience of AP as an American Indian/Alaskan Native.  

Should you find it necessary, please revise the text by using the Track Changes option in 

Microsoft Word.  You may revise, elaborate or add portions in order to accurately capture 

your experiences.  There is no need to revise grammatical errors, though. Track Changes 

can be found under "Tools".   

Once you have reviewed the transcript and made any revisions or comments, please 

return the document to me via email within the next five days. If I do not hear from you 

within five days, I will assume you are satisfied with the information you provided during 

the interview and have no additional comments.  You did not select a pseudonym.  If you 

would like to select one now, please let me know in an email.  Otherwise you will be 

referred to as Participant __.   

I greatly value your voice and your story as an essential component of this study. Thank 

you again for sharing with me.  If you have any questions or concerns, do not hesitate to 

contact me.    

 

 Very respectfully, 

 

Courtney Gavin 
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Appendix F 

Individual Participant Horizons  

Participant A Horizons 

1. Stressful. It was a lot more work. Always have something to do, something to read, 

an essay to write. Thinking critically about stuff, advanced ... What keeps coming to 

mind is, I just keep thinking about how much we had to read.  

2. I was doing the teaching or the book was teaching us.  

3. The reading [was most challenging], just because it was such large amounts. I know 

I didn't used to read, so it was very hard for me to get through all the material 

4. I was really drawn to the culture portions of every unit we did. I was always that 

person looking that stuff up, wanting to do the presentation. I was the hands-on 

person. I think I was self-motivated more than others. 

5. There were 2 style of teaching. There was the read the book, present the material, 

and "I'll lecture one day." Then there was, "I'm going to lecture every day, just like 

this is college." I much preferred the lecture every day, to the teach to questions, test 

to that. I think that prepared me more for college than anything else. 

6. The material was a lot easier to understand [via lecture]. It gave our teacher the 

chance to teach the material the way she wanted to, not the way the state test 

mandated. As she teaches the material, I think it gave me the opportunity to see that 

critical lens. 

7. I always thought I was really weird for liking the lecturing style of teaching. I really 

hate the Socratic method. I hated it and I always felt like I was the dumbest kid in 

the class because I was like, I don't want to read. I am not pulling the information 

like everybody else is. I always wondered if I was the only one. 

8. At the time, I hated it [DBQs], and I didn't think that it held any value. I held that 

belief up through high school, even when I was taking concurrent classes. It wasn't 

until I was in college that I realized how valuable those classes had been for me.  

9. Being in an environment where we were encouraged to think outside of the box and 

to use other resources other than our textbook; to be radical in the way that we 

thought about history, about English, about art... We were watching a video about 

Indians and it was the first time I had ever heard anybody say what the United States 

government did to Native Americans was messed up, pointed out the atrocities that 

occurred. I think after that, I became a little bit more critical of how I was being 

taught, and what I was being taught, especially regarding native issues in the 

classroom. It was just the way that it was presented that was like ... I don't know. 

That was the first time we'd ever encountered material that wasn't just like, yeah, all 

of the natives died, so let's move on. 

10. It felt like [DBQ] was preparing me for the SAT or ACT writing portion. When I 

took those early on, I was like, these are database questions.  
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11. The other part that stuck out to me was, their reliance upon multiple-choice 

questions. Looking back on it, I rarely got tests in college where I was taking 

multiple-choice test.  

12. I wish they had taught some sort of multiple-choice strategies. Those really tripped 

me up on the tests. 

13. I remember feeling really supported because I was around people who also thought 

differently or where pursuing knowledge at a higher level than our peers. There was 

a comradery because they all wanted to get out of our town or out of the state, go 

somewhere new for college. I just remember feeling like I could rely on them for 

questions I had about things. It was very tight-knit.   

14. If I hadn't taken those courses, I would have not been as good of a writer. I wouldn't 

have known how to take hour long essay tests, which were essential in my college 

experience. It really prepared me for the amount of work that I would be doing in 

college.  

15. I wish I did take it more seriously at the time…Because I had always been in those 

advanced classes, I never really had to study or really apply myself to anything. It 

was just like, I thought I was naturally smart, so I didn't need to study. I just retained 

information. When I got to college, it was harder to test without studying, and you 

had to put more effort into the work you were doing. That's why I regret not 

applying myself more, taking the time to read, taking notes, and study for those 

multiple-choice tests that we had. 

16. I remember being more stressed out about taking the AP test, than I was about the 

ACT or SAT subject test. I for whatever reason, felt that the AP test meant more 

than the ACT. I  knew that I had college credits, riding, on my doing well. I think by 

the point I took the majority of my AP tests, I had already taken the ACT and got a 

good score, so I was just like, whatever. At that point it had been drilled in our brains 

that if we didn't give a 4 or 5 on this, our colleges weren't going to accept the credit 

17. Once I found out that I would not be able to transfer those credits, I kind of stopped 

caring about what I got on them.  

18. I knew if I wanted a higher level, like the Ivy Leagues, that there was a good chance 

those wouldn't roll over.  

19. To me, it [being an AP student] just meant I was smart. It was going to look good on 

college apps, and it showed schools that I was academically inclined, that I wanted 

to pursue knowledge, that I thought about things more than other students. 

20. I would say that it was a really good thing that I was in there, that I was pushing 

myself academically, because that's always been their [my parents'] thing with me. It 

felt a little bit like all the stuff I was learning, was just going over their heads.  

21. I truly regret not saying more or being more critical, when I was in high school. I 

went to a majority white school, so often I was the only native person into the 

room… it was always put on me to be the native encyclopedia. I didn't want to say 

the wrong thing, so when they'd mentioned natives in the class and everybody turned 

around and looked at me, it was like, yeah, that's what happened.  
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22. It really gave me a complex about my native identity…I had always been just the 

only native kid or one of the only ones. I was the only smart one, when they placed 

me into those classes. It didn't really stop being a complex until I went to college and 

was surrounded by a huge group of other "smart natives." 

23. I knew I should be there because I knew that I was smart or thought differently. I 

knew that I deserved to be there, but oftentimes, I felt like because I was native I was 

slacking, that I wasn't doing enough, that I should have been the best, but I think I 

was letting these other minority, that was, like they're Asian of some sort so I'll let 

them do well and I'll just do whatever I can to get by in these classes. Even though 

the material was interesting and I am learning a lot, I just the work to put in, I didn't 

put as much in because it was like this complex was brewing. 

24. I don't know how to explain it.[the complex] I know I am smart, and I knew I was 

smart, but I always felt way lazy because the way some of my teachers were 

teaching that class, wasn't really connecting with my learning style. In these classes I 

always felt really lazy because of the work that they were assigning, just didn't really 

connect with me, so it made me feel not smart. 

25. The way the information was presented to me, it just wasn't connecting what I was 

supposed to be doing. He hadn't lectured on it yet, and the book was so confusing, 

and just going over my head. It made me feel really stupid, because it's like, I knew 

what was going on socially for Greece, what was going on politically and 

economically, and culturally. The way that my teacher had put fort that instructions 

to us, to do this presentation about this stuff, take out all these information in these 

sections, from these 4 or 5 different books, it just didn't make any sense for me. I 

guess it wasn't laid out clearly. It was kind of like, "Well, you guys are smart, so you 

can infer from what I have told you to do this correctly again."  

26. For me and a lot of native kids in Oklahoma, you grow up with your parents, and 

grandparents, aunts and uncles, and any adult, telling stories, all the time, talking and 

being social. You were learning from talking, learning from listening to your elders, 

so for me, I know now that I like lecture style because it reminds me of my 

childhood or of my grandparents.  

27. We talked about Southwestern Indian art, and I hated it. I really wanted to say like, 

this is not Indian art, this is, there is not like monolithic, like this doesn't exist. She 

just gave me the material and was like, "Well, we can't really cover this in class, so 

you're the native kid, so you can just present this." I at the time, just disliked it, and 

was like, this is not how you typically teach your class, so why are you doing this 

now, but I did it anyway. I just remember feeling like, I did not do that justice, I 

could have done so much better. I only feel like it's 50% bothering be because I feel 

like I failed like southwestern and native people. The other part of it was bothering 

me because I had looked up to that teacher as somebody who was like down with the 

cause/ in the know or I just assumed she wouldn't throw me under the bus like that.  

28. I, junior art critic, was not into American art. She's like, "Why don't you just do the 

native art?" I was like, I guess I just accepted it as the only option. I guess I always 

felt like instead of just suggesting, "Why don't you just do native art," she could have 
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been like, "Well you like X,Y,Z European artists? Here are some American artists 

that are similar." I always felt like, if you're an art history teacher, you should be able 

to do that, instead of just tokenizing me.  

29. We didn't cover any native authors, fiction or nonfiction, in any of my AP classes. 

Which I think is important to know because if you're taking an AP US or AP World 

History class, who better to write about native history than a native author. That 

always really bothered me. Even bothered me in college. " 

30. At the time, I didn't realize it, but I was thinking a lot about agency and what it 

meant to be reading stuff like that. And not just like native authors, but like black 

authors and Asian. Literally anybody but white authors. I always thought a lot about 

that, but I didn't really know what it was at the time. I was just like, that's weird that 

we don't read like, Tony Morrison and like all these authors that I was reading 

outside of class or being suggested to read by my mom or her friend. 

31. Now I am very acutely aware that I was thinking about agency and what it means to 

be reading authors that come from the same background as you, that are explaining 

the world's events. Reading fiction that connects with an experience that you have, 

outside is like ... I think the only books I could read in high school that weren't by 

native authors, because I just wasn't connecting with them were like romance novels, 

just because it was like a universal experience. Now that I work in education and 

doing stuff with curriculum development, it's like I'm very aware that it's important 

or was important to me in high school, that was learning from people like me.  

32. They [teachers] were all like 78 years old, it was hard for them to like ... Especially 

like black authors. I think it's really hard for them to talk about that stuff because it 

was still a little taboo in Oklahoma. I think if you're teaching AP classes, you've got 

to have the capacity to be able to teach outside of your own culture because you're 

expecting all these people of color to do that… we are just going to like force feed 

you what we think about James Joyce.  

33. The only teacher that I really feel was like totally qualified to be teaching an AP 

course, was my senior English and humanities teacher, because she went to Stanford, 

and that's unheard of in Oklahoma. She traveled the world. I think she even had her 

master's. She was always the only teacher I felt like just knew what she was talking 

about and was genuinely interested in teaching us. The other teachers I had for my 

AP classes were real old, and kind of set in their ways, hadn't really traveled or done 

anything, just teach. They were like 10 years behind the teaching methods.  

34. She had a coffeemaker in her room, and let us drink coffee, and for some reason, that 

really made me feel like we were adults, we are going to college. She's very open. 

Her room was like just ... Her desk was really messy and it just reminded me of like, 

this is probably what a professor's desk looks like.  

 

Participant C Horizons 

1. There was nothing about what it means to be Native today or anything like that, 

because I grew up in the middle of Kansas away from what my tribe actually was, 
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which I'm [tribal name] all the way up in the North Coast. It's extremely different 

from the plain state of mindset and what is taught in schools. I didn't feel like I 

learned as much about my tribe as I could have if I'd stayed in Washington even if it 

wasn't on a reservation in Washington.  

2. It kind of breaks my heart, because I know family wise we didn't leave Washington 

in the best way with my family that is Native, so I kind of lost those times 

especially not being back at least over five years. It's been hard, but I guess going to 

Haskell and going to a Native school it's definitely changed my perspective on 

certain things. I don't know. It actually kind of opened my eyes a little bit to Native 

strength I guess.  

3. I had like a journal entry or something 

4. It was definitely pretty unit based. 

5. We went over eleven different books from a list that the instructor picked.  

6. I didn't see myself as intelligent as the rest. I don't know if it was just the people that 

were in there, but it was definitely ...  

7. The desk were in rows to face the teacher. He wasn't as old schooled in his 

instruction as the setup of his classroom was. He always had a story for something 

but it all related back to either the book we were talking about or the ideas that we 

were going over. It's kind of more his demeanor than anything.  

8. He respected us as adults and near adults, because we weren't quite there yet. 

9. I think we went over four or five books over the year. She was more willing to let us 

just read what we wanted and discuss what we wanted for it.  

10. She actually introduced me to Socratic seminars. That structure of a discussion 

really helped. It felt like it prepared me for my senior year.  

11. [on not feeling intelligent] I don't know if it was just the friends that I had, because 

we were all for the most part in the same AP and Honors English classes. Past that I 

missed our seventh grade year ... We took a placement exam to see if we would be 

placed in advanced math or on-level math, and I didn't reach the ... Or I reached the 

on-level math, not the higher math and the science. Those students were bused from 

our middle school to our high school for math and science, and they were placed in 

the gifted program. All of those people were all my friends outside of school, and I 

was the one person that wasn't quite there ... Or on the level of them. It carried over 

into English.  

12. For my junior year it was definitely a forming opinion kind of slew of books. It was 

one side or the other, For the junior year it was definitely more ... They were newer 

books. Nickel and Dime is one I can remember, but a lot of them are opinion 

forming. 

13. my senior year we read through as many of the classics as we can think of. The 

eleven books they were all classics and it was kind of understanding why people 

write the way that they do and understanding the ideas behind that.  

14. Note taking became my best friend. I learned how to actually take notes, not just 

writing everything down that was said or what was on the power point or anything 

like that. Note taking not just for the sake of writing something down. It was kind of 

like you better figure it out, because it's something you're definitely going to need.  

15. Then learning the way I study the best. Some people can sit on their bed and study 

and do their work. I can't be comfortable at all or I won't get it done. I won't do it. I 
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ended up reading on ... Especially for the senior year, reading at the kitchen table, 

because it wasn't exactly comfortable. We had hard tables ... Or sitting on the floor 

or somewhere uncomfortable so I would get it done.  

16. Preparing me for college I think that was most in my senior year. A lot of the 

teachers were like, "They're not going to let you do this in college. You're going to 

need to learn this for college."  

17. I think setting the expectation was really critical for going to school for a lot of 

people  

18. Then just the maturity level ... There's no one sitting over my shoulder right now in 

college ... "You better get this done. You better get this done." Having that ... Or at 

least a dose of that in high school definitely I guess hardened me up for college to 

do that. I'm a master of my own time.  

19. Junior year was definitely more contribution than it was receiving knowledge 

because of Socratic seminars and the discussions that we had to have on it. Then 

senior year in class most days it was just receiving information and understanding 

that then being tested on my abilities to do that.  

20. It was definitely geared towards the AP exam.   

21. Junior year is probably learning to accept that not everyone is going to A) agree 

with me, or B) understand fully what I'm trying to get across to them just based on 

their own opinions and their own biases, whatever it is that we'll be talking about.  

It was just kind of their thought process and they didn't want their walls shattered I 

guess kind of thing.  

22. I think it comes back to me going to high school and a lot of tribal schools and 

states on reservations and students that went to schools on reservations that having 

them ... It's a them and me kind of thing. I have friends who went to tribal schools. I 

have a friend who went to a boarding school, and they weren't afforded the 

opportunities that I was. Then it almost feels like I ... I know I didn't, but in 

perspective I feel like I squandered my opportunity that I did have, just because I 

didn't know what else ... I didn't know the worse that could happen. I get the, "Well, 

I wasn't smart enough to take AP classes and honors classes," from some of my 

friends. "I wasn't that smart," so I have this weird in between where I didn't feel like 

I was smart enough for my friends at home, but then others found me too smart for 

some of my friends here in high school, just because they weren't exposed to what I 

was exposed to.  My friends here, I've kind of gravitated towards them ... It's like 

the nerdier group, people I can actually just sit down and have a conversation with. 

That is something being in high school that I miss is being able to have an 

opinionated debate, not an argument about things. Certain subjects turn into 

arguments here, not discussions or debates. It's kind of limited who I initially 

expose myself to at high school.  

23. [opportunities] Exposing myself to different texts, and there are texts from other 

places, other perspectives, and just the entire thing ... I felt like I did take the AP 

exam and that costs money. Then I wasn't thinking about it. I was thinking, "I need 

to get the AP course so I can get out of the comprehension classes at the beginning 

of college." It wasn't a second thought for a lot of people. It could be the difference 

between taking this exam or even if they want to go to college and I didn't have to 
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think about that. That wasn't a decision I had to make. It was something that I knew 

I was going to do.  

24. Taking tests well, not just for the score, but learning what is being asked of you and 

what you need to provide. That definitely helped me with my Praxis one, and I feel 

like it's going to help me with my Praxis two and my tests for the education 

department. 

25. I don't feel like I was nearly as focused as I could have been. That was just an in the 

time kind of thing. I was sixteen my junior year and seventeen my senior year. I 

was just young. It was in hindsight a twenty twenty kind of thing. I should have 

studied more. I should have paid attention a little more. I should have kept notes 

and things like that for now. Looking back I wish I had done more. 

26. [squandered opportunities to learn more]Mm-hmm (affirmative), and opportunities 

that someone else doesn't even have the option of I think is more what it was. 

Again, when I came here it was a lot of my friends didn't even have that. Just being 

able to have the choice and have it not be the deciding factor for things. It's more of 

a decision than a deciding factor. On my end I wish I had studied more and took 

better notes and focused a little bit more,  

27. the actual AP instruction, what we learned, and what we were tested on and what 

we read I don't think I'd change anything.  

28. then part of it was what I saw as what I guess could happen to me. My mom 

divorced my biological dad and came to Kansas, married my step dad. My step dad 

is in the army and he worked for Sprint. He does email and firewall things like that. 

My mom is an insurance agent now, but until then she was a stay at home mom, and 

she did at home day care. It's not that what she does isn't important. That's not what 

I saw for myself, and I kind of put those expectations on myself that I wouldn't do 

well, and it didn't completely sever but it definitely made me the odd one out in my 

family, because of how focused I was on school especially with the AP classes.  

29. There was always a higher expectation that just in my behavior and things like that 

when I was growing up. If I messed up it wasn't ... If my sister messed up, my 

sister's not the best in school and she's not exactly the best outside of school either 

behavior wise. When she messed up it wasn't as big a deal as when I did. I was 

definitely ... It was, "You're so much smarter than that. I expected more of you." I 

think there was even more pressure added because of that.  

30. The first word that comes to mind is trapped. It's a damned if I do well, damned if I 

don't do well kind of perspective on that.  [if did well] I'm the weird one that would 

rather be inside reading books. Then damned if I don't do well, because ... "What's 

going on with your grades? What are you doing? You're so much smarter than 

this?" I had to figure out how to dance that line.  

31. Trying to figure out how to manage well myself and live up to their expectations of 

me, because I've done so well up until then. It's the damned if I don't do kind of 

thing.  

32. I think it was more I got what I didn't know I needed from the courses. Taking this, 

preparing me for college ... I knew I was going to go. That was a certainty, but 

going to college and doing well in college was something that I definitely received 

from taking AP classes. 
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33. I definitely should have studied more all the way up until then not just the week 

before. It was study groups and note cards ... Too many note cards to count. I just 

kind of shut off everything else except for my AP exam. I can’t do anything but my 

AP exam, can’t do this, can’t go there.  

34. I worked so hard in those that, "This score better reflect that." That was the 

mentality of it. Then I got a four. "I'll take a four. That's perfectly fine. "It was kind 

of the expectation of, "I worked this hard. I better have something to show for it." 

35. Walking in and scared as hell.  I think that was a mutual feeling of everybody 

taking the test. I had a couple friends who were in the AP junior year, and they did 

take the exam until it was old news almost to them. It's definitely scared as hell like, 

"Okay, it's real now, not just my note cards." 

36. [after] Relief and then anticipation like, "I'm done, but now what's my score?" You 

have to wait for that. Relief and anticipation of the score. 

37. It was kind of my parents. They saw that I was working ... It costs money to take 

the test. It was kind of like all of the expectations from family members that they 

didn't see that I worked that hard on it. I wanted a high score. I know I wanted it. I 

think my friends, too ... I knew that they were going to get higher scores on it. I 

wanted to be in that group I guess.  

38. It started my junior year understanding maybe I am okay to be in here and then it 

was just solidifying with the AP exam and getting the score back 

39. I thought the score on the exam was going to I don't want to say get me out of 

English but that I would be able to have the time to take other classes so that I could 

be ahead again, but Hassle ended up accepting my AP score. Getting to college was 

kind of like, "Well I just did that almost for nothing." I got the skills that I needed 

out of it, but the score that I thought was going to put me a little bit further ahead 

they ended up not taking it. I had to take two more semesters of English.  

40. It bothers me now looking back, because in the two English classes that I had and at 

Haskell and the American Indian Literature class an entire course revolved around 

American Indian literature and authors. There was a wealth of knowledge that these 

teachers had to choose from, but they chose not to  

41. Other than my circle of friends who didn't know that I was Native American ... 

Most people assume that I'm Hispanic. In my heart of hearts I know I'm Native 

American, but there was never a nod to Native American culture ... Nothing.  

42. I don't think me being Native American affected me being an AP student. They 

weren't in the same realm I guess. It hurts a little bit, because I feel like every 

student should be celebrated and discussed. Besides me reading the one book on my 

own I wasn't necessarily celebrated and discussed. It kind of hurts now. I didn't 

realize it at the time, but it hurts now.  

43. All of my teachers, not even just AP or just English teachers they were all non-

Native. Especially being a Native student being taught by a non-Native ... What 

Native people are supposed to be. It was that kind of perspective on it. Just demand 

that you are heard and what you have to say is the correct thing for non-native 

people to learn.  

44. All of those things I'm saying I wouldn't change the experience I had, because it got 

me here and now. It got me where I am now, so I don't think I would really change 

it aside from demanding my voice be heard I don't think I'd change anything.  
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Participant D, “Amy” Horizons 

1. My high school experience was great. I came in my freshman year with a pretty 

competitive mindset academically 

2. I was very nervous to be in AP classes. I'm kind of a natural perfectionist in a sense, 

and being in AP class, it was a higher standard for me.  

3. The course load was rigorous and we had lots of homework.  

4. They were pretty much treating me like college students by the time I was a junior in 

high school. I could tell everybody in the class was very competitor, as well,  

5. I saw the different clicks that took the AP classes seriously. I got along with 

everybody, but I took it really seriously because I'm just a competitor perfectionistic 

person. 

6. I really wanted to get a really good score on the AP exam. Looking back, I don't think 

I should have taken it that seriously because nothing transferred in college but it was 

a good experience. It  

7. Taught me how to work under pressure. A strong memory I recall was when I had to 

take the crazy in-class essays. I knew that every score counted, like every point 

counted to getting an A and I really wanted an A.  

8. We would have these tests, we had four tests, and they would make up the bulk of our 

grade. Half of that test was AP style in-class writing questions. I wanted to have the 

perfect essay. I remember just being really like I froze because I had to think under 

pressure 

9. I got a lot better with that in-class writing and learning how to write efficiently. 

10. Like they cared about your grade, but they tried not to focus on it as much.  

11. Everybody, all the students in my classes were really passionate people and I liked 

being around that type of environment, because those people that I was around were 

ambitious people who wanted to go to college just like me. I found it to be very 

inspiring and stimulating, so I had a great experience in my AP classes. 

12. I remember one time during a test I actually cried. It was just one of those 

perfectionist things, just one of those growing up experiences because I wanted to 

finish it and I didn't have time or something so I just kind of froze and got upset or 

something. 

13. I definitely knew that I needed to do really well in high school so that I could be 

prepared for college because I wanted to go to college, and I am. 

14. I knew that no matter what, I need to intrinsically educate myself as best as I can, and 

that the teachers can lecture me all I want but it's all up to me to get the most out of 

my AP classes that I can. That was really instilled in me through my parents. 

15. I studied, I hung out with the people who had the same goals as me, so like the top 

10er people, I would gravitate around them when it came to my academics. I was in 

study groups with them, I would take advice from them, I would form friendships 

with them because their goals aligned with mine. I surrounded myself with people 

that had the same goals as me. I studied really hard. On the weekends, especially 
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when it came to AP classes, most of my weekends would be taken up by homework. I 

didn't really have a job at that time, like I tutored and stuff, but I didn't really have a 

job. My family really wanted me to just focus on schooling.  

16. To me, advanced placement means that the teachers are getting you ready for college. 

They're going to put college course work on you, they're going to treat you as if they 

are a college professor. They're going to expect you to act like a college student. They 

have a higher standard for you. They don't consider you a high schooler anymore, 

they consider you a college student.  

17. The teachers took advantage of the fact that we were really competitive people in AP 

classes, but they kind of helped us relax a bit as we got older. 

18. Easily two hours after school on a regular five day week, and then half of my 

weekend or more. Maybe like 65% of my weekend would be devoted to just 

homework  

19. All my teachers were white and they weren't really affected by Native Americans. I 

don't think I learned very much about Native Americans.  

20. I did do a paper, a research paper on Native Americans. It was touched upon, the 

teacher would lecture about it. In my textbook, my AP U.S. history textbook, I don't 

remember them really extensively talking about Native Americans 

21. No. I really wasn’t [aware at the time]. I don't know. I worked on the reservation.  

22. There is definitely a resentment towards the white American from the Native 

Americans. You can feel it. They don't like outsiders.  

23. Emotionally it's a little heartbreaking to think about, but if I could research it and 

educate myself about it and be more aware of my Native American roots and why my 

family in Wisconsin has so many problems, you realize that society has a lot to do 

with it. I hate to play the blame game and everything, but it really does. 

24. I wish that they would have talked about it more because if they're going to treat us 

like college students and they want to create a more dynamic curriculum for 

everybody, then stronger discussion about minorities should go beyond the Civil 

Rights Movement. I understand that there's so much material to cover in an AP class 

like U.S. history, I understand, but I feel like if you're going to be in an advanced 

placement class, you should get a little bit more than just a paragraph out of textbook, 

out of this thick of a textbook, we get like one little paragraph. It gets kind of talked 

about, but they don't really care. 

25. The curriculum, absolutely. The teachers sympathize with the Native Americans. 

Some don't. Some don't care. 

26. Lots of writing. Lots and lots and lots of writing. Lots of reading. Lots of discussion. 

Socratic seminars come to mind. We debated a lot. We listened to our lecturer talk 

about something brilliant that we were all mesmerized by her persuasive argument. 

27. The competition associated with it. The psychology behind the advanced placement 

would have a higher standard for you. You're going to get a score that's going to help 

you get into college. If you don't get a five, you're not going to get into Harvard kind 

of thing. 



204 

 

28. For me it was like, I needed to take this AP class so that I could be in the top 10. 

However, once I was immersed in the classes, I developed a really strong 

appreciation for the subject purely.   

29. I was kind of hurt. I don't think he read it because I never got the paper back. Maybe 

he did. I think I got it back the very last day of school and it was like a four minus. He 

knows I love to write and ... My reaction to that was, “Oh, well, he doesn't really care. 

Okay,” 

30. The next semester I didn't take things so seriously.  

31. AP is the opportunity to get a taste of what college is going to be like in terms of the 

course load, in terms of your relationship with the professor, in terms of the 

competition of your classmates   

32. Rewards and benefits of the class were learning how to write.  Learning how to 

communicate concisely and effectively helped me. 

33. To be a more qualified academic person, to be more qualified in writing, to be more 

qualified in science, to be more qualified in history. To have an edge over the rest of 

my high school. I think that was what motivated me to take AP classes. I wanted to 

have an edge, a competitive edge over other applicants in the college admissions  

34. Leading up to the exams, I was so nervous. I would take a whole day to go to 

Starbucks and study for my AP environmental science. I'm not gifted in science as 

much as other people so I have to work a little harder at that. I would, let's see, I think 

that the day before I didn't really stress about it, not much I could do. The week or 

two before, studying all the time, as much as I could. Not as hard as a lot of people. I 

was kind of nervous and got a little complacent, kind of like I'm so nervous I don't 

want to deal with this so I'm just going to see what happens. 

35. I just kind of trusted that I had worked hard enough the whole semester, the whole 

two semesters that I had been in these AP courses and just kind of dived in and did it.  

36. The four hours have passed and it feels like an hour. I felt proud of myself that I 

finished it. It took the AP test and all this is going towards something and maybe it’ll 

help me get into college.  

37. Really good job prepping us for the exams. That was how her whole curriculum was 

based, for you to get a five on the exams 

38. Relieved. I'm done. I can have a summer. I don't have to worry ever again until next 

year. Yeah, I felt really rewarded, I felt good.  

39. The moral support of the teachers and my friends all supporting each other kind of 

helped ground me and stop taking myself so seriously.  

40. Still wanted to go to college. It didn't affect my ambition to go to college. It made me 

want to become a writer. 

41. It meant to me that you wanted to challenge yourself just as a person just to get better 

at academics and just to challenge yourself as a person. As a Native American, I'm 

really glad that I'm an AP student because I can be a role model for the Native 

Americans that I know. It's really important to me that I try to be the best version of 

myself, not just for me, but for my family, the reservation kids that look up to me 

every day. I try to encourage them to show your family that the native people in my 
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family, we're not all alcoholics. I told my mom about that, like aren't you glad you 

took your AP classes and challenged yourself, your family is watching you. As a 

Native American, to take AP classes not only to enrich myself but to show my family 

and the kids on the reservation that they can do this, too. 

42. AP classes makes you want to go to college, and college is what I want Native 

Americans, young Native Americans, the younger the better, to take an AP class.  

43. You can really make an impact as a Native American and really have a voice, a 

unique voice that people want to hear. People do want to hear you, despite what 

prejudice you have experienced. This education is available to you. You have a right 

to take advantage of it. 

44. Growing up in little old {town} where most people are white and I was very aware of 

the tension of the reservation and of the Native Americans in contrast to the whites, 

because I could tell that they really resented them. I didn't really know why. My mom 

didn't really talk to me about it. My mom would always say, “Hey, tell the kids that 

you're native, too, because you're native. You're a quarter native. I'm half. My mom’s 

full. Hang out with the Paiute kids.”  

45. They didn't really want to hang out with me too much because they thought I was too 

smart. “You're not native. You don't live on the reservation. You don't know what it's 

like to be native.”  

46. When I was in the AP classes, I was a lot further away from the Native American 

community, because not a lot of Native Americans took AP classes. I think I was like 

the only one and nobody believed I was native. 

47. As an American Indian taking AP classes, it just kind of motivated me that it's really 

important that I take these classes because I need to honor my ancestors, I need to get 

an education, I need to go to this school because my ancestors fought for this school 

to be here.  

48. Even though I did a lot to express my passion to help Native Americans, I 

experienced a lot of racism. They didn't believe me.  

49. I'm pretty white. I can interact with native people just fine, but I didn't really show 

that to my white AP students. They never really saw the native side of me. I never 

showed them 

50. I didn't hang out at the native wall. Just didn't. I didn't really hang out with the Native 

American people just because I was so focused on my academics. I was just a 

competitive person. 

51. I was like, I'm not going to dumb myself down just to be accepted by you guys. I'm 

just going to hang out with people who do like me and that tended to be the white 

people. I had classes with them, I took advanced classes as much as I could, my 

parents really wanted me to. I took advanced math in fourth grade so most people in 

advanced math were white. There weren't a lot of Native Americans that challenged 

themselves. 

52. I know there's lots of drug problems there. I know there's lots of violence. Being such 

a small reservation, those kinds of things happen, and so the kids grow up a lot faster 

than the sheltered white kids that just take AP classes.  
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53. What's sad is that I could tell among the professors that they didn't really like any of 

these kids, and the native kids knew it. The professors knew it. I was kind of aware of 

it. I can’t think of any specific comments or situations in which I knew this. You 

could just kind of tell. I was like, why aren't there many native kids in AP classes? I 

don't think they’d accept them.  

54. I think that there was some natives that did take AP and honor’s classes but they 

dropped out and just take the easier ones. I noticed a trend about that.  

55. They didn't accept me and they wanted me to know that they didn't accept me. They 

would snap at me and stuff. That really impacted me because it motivated me to want 

to do better, to prove them wrong. I would never get their acceptance on the 

reservation, that's okay, I'm not Paiute anyways, but I am native and do care about 

Native American rights. 
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Appendix G 

Data Analysis Excerpt – Participant A 

Transcript detail Initial Code Invariant 

Constituent  

Theme Essence 

The way the 

information was 

presented to me, it just 

wasn't connecting what 

I was supposed to be 

doing. He hadn't 

lectured on it yet, and 

the book was so 

confusing, and just 

going over my head. It 

made me feel really 

stupid, 

Did not connect 

 

 

 

 

 

Book was 

confusing 

 

 

 

Felt stupid 

Disconnected from 

curriculum 

 

 

 

 

 

textbook 

 

 

 

Self-evaluation 

Conditions  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Condition  

 

 

 

Self-awareness 

Position of self 

For me and a lot of 

native kids in 

Oklahoma, you grow 

up with your parents, 

and grandparents, aunts 

and uncles, and any 

adult, telling stories, all 

the time, talking and 

being social. You were 

learning from talking, 

learning from listening 

to your elders, so for 

me, I know now that I 

like lecture style 

because it reminds me 

of my childhood or of 

my grandparents. 

 

 

 

 

 

Stories and being 

social 

 

 

Learn from 

listening 

 

 

 

Like lecture 

because reminds 

of childhood 

 

 

 

 

 

[Eliminated] 

 

 

 

 

Preferred style of 

learning  

 

 

Preferred style of 

learning  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Self-awareness 

 

 

 

Self-awareness 

 

 

Position of self 

She just gave me the 

material and was like, 

"Well, we can't really 

cover this in class, so 

you're the native kid, so 

you can just present 

this." I at the time, I just 

disliked it, and was 

like, this is not how you 

typically teach your 

class, so why are you 

doing this now, but I 

did it anyway.  

Given the Native 

American topics 

 

 

You’re the native 

kid 

 

 

Questioning  

 

 

 

Acceptance 

Tokenized 

 

 

 

Tokenized 

 

 

 

Level of skepticism 

 

Acceptance of 

presentation of 

Native American 

topics 

Identity 

 

 

 

Identity 

 

 

 

Frame of reference 

 

 

 

Silent Acceptance 

Awareness of 

hidden curriculum  

Position of self  

 


