PROJECT ABSTRACT 
The purpose of this research is to follow a large and ethnically diverse sample of middle school students across the critical high school transition and then across the four years of high school. Because ninth grade achievement is often critical in predicting whether youth stay in or drop out of high school, the overarching goal of the project is to capture students’ experiences at this significant juncture and how those experiences (a smooth versus disruptive transition) influence pathways to high school completion. The large sample (n = 6000) is comprised of Latino, African American, Asian/Pacific Islander, White, and multi-racial youth who will transition to high school in Fall of 2012, 2013, or 2014. These high schools are expected to range in racial/ethnic diversity, allowing for tests of the social and academic benefits and challenges of racial/ethnic diversity during the high school transition.  
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Figure 1: Conceptual Model of Pathways to High School Completion — Opportunities and Risks
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The figure above shows the conceptual model that guides the research.  We are interested in three important outcomes and pathways to those outcomes by the end of high school.  First we study academic achievement, including course taking patterns, credits earned, attendance, and ultimately high school graduation.  Second, we study mental health, including self-esteem, and both positive and negative emotions.   And third we study civic engagement as an outcome, which measures the degree to which students are willing to engage in activities to help others who are not as well off as they are.  To get to these outcomes, we study pathways to successful high school completion.  These pathways involve academic opportunities and motivation, healthy social relationships and sense of belonging, and citizen opportunities and greater awareness of the needs of others.  We also study the risk factors, such as poverty, harsh discipline, and school segregation that can de-rail students from a successful pathway to high school completion. 
By studying these three processes to successful high school completion, the research can provide new insights into the challenges that adolescents of color face as they negotiate the high school transition during this critical time of dramatic changes in California’s graduation requirements. We are especially interested in resilient youth and successful pathways to high school completion even among those at high risk of dropping out.  We believe our results can have useful implications for developing practices that promote academic engagement and college readiness for all students.
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