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First-generation college-bound Bremerton
students get academic survival skills
By Chris Henry

Monday, December 2, 2013

BREMERTON â€” Getting into a four-year college is hard enough, even if you know
the ropes.

At Bremerton High School, first-generation college students and others facing
obstacles to higher education get guidance in the AVID program, which stands for
Advancement Via Individual Determination.

The program is the proverbial hand up, not a handout. Students accepted into AVID
are expected to take rigorous courses, maintain at least a C average and model good
citizenship.

â€œYou really have to be determined to succeed,â€ said Bremerton senior Rachel
Vetch, who has been in the program since eighth grade. â€œYou have to have your
mind set on your goals, and you have to know how to get there.â€

Vetch, whose parents attended Olympic College, will be the first member of her family
to go to a four-year university. She plans to major in science, possibly environmental
studies.

In this yearâ€™s class of AVID seniors, 25 of the 27 are first-generation college-
bound students. Since 2008, when the program began, a total of fifty-six first-
generation AVID students were accepted to four-year colleges or universities.

The count includes earlier AVID classes with 10 or fewer students. Classes now run
around 25.

â€œSince 2008, 71 students have left Bremerton High School committed to attending
either a two-year or four-year institution in the fall, after completing high school,â€
said Mark Mayfield, Bremertonâ€™s assistant principal.

Vetch and her AVID cohorts are in the thick of college applications; some have
already been accepted. On a recent school day, teacher Briana Faxon went over
scholarship opportunities. Faxon earlier this year took the group to a college fair in
Seattle, and some students toured colleges in Eastern Washington through the
school.

Bremerton School District pays an annual fee of $3,300 to the organization that runs
the nationwide college readiness program. AVID was started in 1980 in California by
Mary Catherine Swanson, then the English Department head at San Diegoâ€™s
Clairemont High School. A federal court order to desegregate schools brought large
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numbers of inner city students to suburban high schools. Swanson worried these
underserved students would founder at the academically acclaimed Clairemont High.

AVID holds students accountable to high academic standards, while helping them
navigate the road to higher education. Nationwide, three-quarters of AVID students
who applied to four-year schools in 2012 (the most recent year data were complied)
were accepted.

Bremerton is the only local district signed on to AVID, according to Sue Bergman, the
programâ€™s state director. The program affects more than 700,000 students in
more than 4,900 schools and 28 postsecondary institutions in the United States and
16 other countries.

Bremerton High School teacher Lisa Gordon worked to get AVID into the district. The
program is open to students in middle school, junior high and high school. AVID
students in ninth through 12th grade take one elective class per year, focusing on
AVID-endorsed study skills and academic planning for college readiness.

Bremerton receives some federal funding to train teachers in AVIDâ€™s philosophy
of integrating subject matter â€” analytical writing in science class, for example. The
strategy aligns with the impending introduction of the Common Core Curriculum.

â€œBremertonâ€™s doing a really nice job with this,â€ Bergman said. â€œTheyâ
€™re one of the districts we point people to, because of the fact theyâ€™re using the
strategies schoolwide. Theyâ€™ve really embraced this.â€

Teachers stay with their AVID group from lower grades through graduation. Tutors are
available, and Bremerton Rotary Club members serve as mentors. Starting with the
freshman class, Rotary brings in motivational speakers. AVID juniors and seniors
meet monthly in small groups with their Rotary mentors.

Architect and Rotary member Steve Rice, who spearheaded the mentorship effort
three years ago, said the purpose is to â€œfill the gapsâ€ where students lack
support at home for advanced course work and college applications.

â€œIâ€™ve sent three kids to college,â€ Rice said. â€œI understand how much
energy goes into this outside the school day. I canâ€™t imagine how difficult it is to
really do a great job of applying to schools when youâ€™re relying entirely on
yourself.â€

Vetch and fellow AVID senior Beau West like having a group of friends with whom
they can talk about things like ACT scores and AP classes. AVID students describe
feeling like part of a â€œfamily.â€

â€œWe are very, very close knit,â€ Vetch said.

But, West added, AVID students are more than willing to share information and skills
with students not officially enrolled in the program.

â€œJust because youâ€™re not in AVID, youâ€™re still welcome,â€ West said.

The spillover is intentional, Mayfield said.
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â€œWe try to build that environment where students know how to ask questions and
be willing to answer questions from others,â€ Mayfield said.
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