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Making the jump from High School to College is a major transition in a person’s life. 

They leave the comfort of their homes, security of their families, and support from their lifelong 

friends for stuffy dorm rooms, mediocre food, and the rigor of learning how to be self-sufficient. 

The sheer multitude of changes occurring in someone’s life often leads to mental distress. 

Whether it is anxiety, depression, burn out, or sheer panic, this transition affects each person in 

some manner. Resilience in this time is essential for the long-term success of a student. Having 

the ability to overcome the challenges that college students face both inside and outside the 

classroom is no small feat. This literature review will examine current research on this topic, 

how the everyday problems of college life are compounded by diverse factors, and how 

resilience is fostered throughout this process.  

Resilience in the Face of Discrimination  

 The transition from high school to college presents struggles for every student, however, 

it is important to address the literature which highlights the increased adversity that exists for 

minority students. These pieces discuss discrimination, the programs in place to combat it, how 

they fall short, and how they succeed in building up resilience in discriminated students across 

the nation. 

Arthur B. Mitchell and James B. Stewart’s “The Effects of Culturally Responsive 

Mentoring on the High School to College Matriculation of Urban African American Males” 
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discusses the necessity for change to occur in the classroom to better support young black men. 

They discuss the AAMMP (African American Male Mentoring Program) model which “uses 

students’ cultural orientation, learning styles, gender differences, peer group, and inter-

generational role models to foster resilience and support academic success.” (Mitchell, Stewart 

83) This focus on supporting and uplifting black students through black mentorship programs 

that utilize fellow peers is an important factor in the long-term success of these students in the 

classroom. Furthermore, the piece discusses the necessity of understanding why it is important 

for black men to mentor other black men. The innate understanding between people who 

experience the same systemic racism that exists in the United States is essential to a productive 

and meaningful relationship. The resilience of black students is strengthened by these 

meaningful mentors. There is “quantitative evidence that culturally responsive institutional 

mentoring interventions can positively impact the high school to college matriculation and 

retention of African American Males.” (Mitchell, Stewart 88) The understanding of black high 

school culture in the United States is essential to understanding the resiliency required to succeed 

in college. This mentorship program allows young black men to learn this resilience from older 

peers that have had success in an educational system that disproportionately burdens black men 

in the United States.  

In Spirit D. Brooks’ piece “Cultural Competence, Race, and Gender: Portraits of 

Teaching in High School College Access Programs” she discusses the AVID (Advancement Via 

Individual Determination) program which is a  “middle school and high school intervention 

program that helps middle-achieving, low income, and underrepresented minority students with 

college access.” (Brooks 177) There are several issues pointed out in this piece concerning 

gender roles and whiteness. In her words, “Programs such as the AVID program, while well-
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intended, are not immune to institutionalized whiteness and racism.” (Brooks 178) These 

programs aim to educate and support students in their battle to become more resilient and 

understand the struggle that is inevitable on their journey to college. However, these programs 

often fall victim to forced whiteness. Brooks offers an example of a teacher under the 

pseudonym “Martina” who is a white woman working in a predominantly minority school. Her 

approach to AVID is simply to assimilate these minority students into the world of proper white 

behavior, etiquette, and even clothing. She takes them on tours of predominantly white campuses 

and is heavily focused on making sure these students “fit in” (Brooks 192) Brooks’ research does 

a wonderful job highlighting another example of “Abby” who is a black woman working in a 

predominantly white school. She feels immense pressure from all her student’s families to get 

them into high achieving four-year schools but does not let that stop her from giving the students 

exactly what they need. She does not force a norm or aim to make sure her students fit in. She 

“spent a good deal of her own time learning what it meant to use [culturally relevant pedagogy]” 

(Brooks 190) and focused on how to acknowledge bias and understanding of cultures different 

from her own that exist in her class. The significant difference that is highlighted between these 

two AVID teachers is that Martina is encouraging assimilation while Abby is fostering resilience 

and acceptance of culture as a driver of success. While Martina’s students might be successful in 

getting into college, Abby is ensuring that when students get there, they will be resilient enough 

to take pride in their cultural heritage. This research highlights two key points; the relative 

effectiveness of AVID programs in the transition from High School to College and the difference 

between being resilient and assimilating to get by and “fit in”.  

Derrick R. Brooms, Jelisa Clark, And Matthew Smith’s book chapter, “Race, Resilience, 

and Naming One’s Own Reality” discusses the importance of resilience throughout college for 
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men of color. Our National focus has shifted, access to college used to be the issue, retention, 

and graduation have seized that focus. “Only 60 percent of first-time, full-time undergraduates 

complete their degree in six years… only 35 percent of Black males and 49 percent of Hispanic 

males graduate within six years of matriculation.”  (Brooms, Clark, Smith 27) The authors 

emphasize the importance of a successful transition to college as “a crucial period in their 

educational careers.” (Brooms, Clark, Smith 27) Similar to the focus of this year’s resiliency 

project, these academics interviewed current men of color in college and asked them how they 

continue to succeed in the face of such statistics. “Their stories suggest aspirational, familial, and 

navigational capital are all crucial during the transition to college.” (Brooms, Clark, Smith 45) 

These three types of capital lead to a more successful college experience driven by the students 

taking ownership of their own success. Additionally, students feel a responsibility to succeed as a 

means of honoring the sacrifices and investments from their families and supporters. (Brooms, 

Clark, Smith 45) Resiliency does not flourish in isolation, having supporters who reaffirm your 

ability to show strength in times of adversity are essential to sustained resilience.  

Ken Jackson’s piece “Supporting LGBTQ Students in High School for the College 

Transition” discusses the discrimination in support that LGBTQ students face at the high school 

level and how that translates to their transition to college. The data from his research revealed 

five things; “enduring unsupportive/hostile educational environments, experiencing a lack of 

family and social support, navigating identity development, developing self-empowerment, and 

evolving resiliency to life forces.” (Jackson 21) Jackson interviewed students who identified as 

members of the LGBTQ community to fully grasp the discrimination that these students are 

facing daily. The burden of the five findings above is incredibly detrimental to the success of 

these students if not handled correctly and according to Jackson, the educational system isn’t 
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even coming close. He says, “Many LGBTQ students in schools continue to feel the hostility of 

society and a lack of support from school personnel, including school counselors.” (Jackson 22) 

This general lack of support from people that are meant to be a student’s biggest cheerleader 

exaggerates other struggles of being an LGBTQ student. Without support, there is no outlet for 

these students to feel empowered to love themselves and thrive at their next level of education. 

Furthermore, students begin to lack faith in the educational system as a whole. Jackson says, 

“almost all [students] expressed a lack of trust in the school counselors and no experiences 

relating to emotional social issues to their school counselors.” (Jackson 23) Educational systems 

that do not allow LGBTQ students to express themselves and be fully supported by their peers 

and faculty combat the development of healthy resilience. Being an LGBTQ student is difficult 

in a world where there is so much discrimination. These students need to develop resiliency to 

the many negative forces they will face in life, but they can’t do it without support. Jackson 

concludes by saying, “school counselors have the opportunity to promote change if they 

understand that LGBTQ students and other marginalized students are capable and able to bring 

about their own empowerment when presented with equitable resources and opportunities.” 

(Jackson 27) These students do not need to be coddled, they need resources and confidants to 

support them as they understand themselves and develop their version of resiliency.  

Nicole M. Stephens, MarYam G. Hamedani, and Mesmim Destin’s piece “Closing the 

Social-Class Achievement Gap: A Difference-Education Intervention Improves First-Generation 

Students’ Academic Performance and All Students’ College Transition” has a heavy focus on 

first-generation students. They start the piece by highlighting their main observation, “college 

students who do not have parents with 4-year degrees earn lower grades and encounter more 

obstacles to success than do students who have at least one parent with a 4-year degree.” 
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(Stephens, Hamedani, Destin 943) The noticeable discrepancy between the success of these 

student groups was significant enough to run a research project. The research question was 

whether “an educational experience designed to help students understand how difference matters 

could be utilized to enable first-generation students to more effectively transition to college and 

overcome background-specific obstacles to success.” (Stephens, Hamedani, Destin 949) To 

conduct their research they held intervention programs in which they used real-life stories from 

first-gen senior students to educate incoming students on the struggles they went through. These 

struggles were caused solely by their differences from fellow students. These interventions were 

wildly valuable, “a one-hour difference education intervention… reduced the social-class 

achievement gap between first-gen and continued gen. college students by 63%.” (Stephens, 

Hamedani, Destin 949) This research paper highlights the significance of community and 

empathy in the development of resilience. When people are educated on the struggles that their 

peers face because of their differences it creates a safe space for discussion and growth. These 

communities can be incredibly useful for reducing discriminatory effects of being a first-

generation student.  

 

The Development of Resiliency  

 The importance of resilience in high school is certainly evident but is less necessary. 

More often than not, children at this age follow a strictly regimented schedule. This schedule 

naturally develops through extracurricular activities, parental monitoring, and general class 

timelines. Following a regimented schedule is necessary for success in high school but often 

disadvantages students as they move to higher education. Having a security blanket is a blessing 

but it does not foster the development of true resilience. This is not meant to discredit the lessons 
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of hard work or overlook students that do not have this safety blanket due to extenuating 

circumstances, it is merely an observation. The following literature examines how lessons of 

resilience occur during the transition to college as well as examples of resilience during college.  

 Charles Hirschman’s book, “From High School to College” is a resource for both high 

school and college students. His “College Pathways Model” is a comprehensive model that 

analyzes “five key educational transitions” (Hirschman 121) on the road to and through college. 

His research focuses on these broad concepts, “college aspirations, college expectations, college 

preparation, college enrollment, college completion.” (Hirschman 121) Hirschman claims that 

“the symmetry of form and progression has deflected attention from understanding the relative 

significance of steps along the pathway to college graduation.” (151) Instead of analyzing each 

part of the process as a key step to college success, our current system of education focuses only 

on the end goal of graduating from college. It is merely a survive and move on system. Each 

level of educational completion is leading to the end goal of a college degree. Instead, 

Hirschman says there must be more focus on the intricacies of each step in his college pathways 

model. He says, “outcomes from first grade may be highly predictive of college success, but 

these associations may not be causal.” (Hirschman 151) Although extreme, this example 

highlights his main point. Yes, a student might show promise of collegiate success at one step of 

the model, but it does not prove that they will continue to show that success at the later stages. 

The road to college is more fluid than that. As family dynamics complicate, interests shift, and 

children move schools their potential for collegiate success does as well. Therefore, Hirschman 

says not to overlook the importance of each step on the road to college as each one is essential 

for building a college student that is more prepared and determined to succeed. (Hirschman 143) 

Although no direct mention of resilience is made in this book chapter, the link is clear. He 
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discusses college readiness as a mental state more than a rolodex of skills. When adversity arises 

in a student’s journey to college it is important to recognize the resilience that flourishes from 

that adversity. He would also say that if resilience is not recognized along the way it will die like 

any other unpracticed skill.  

 In Marianne Rubin’s piece, “Gap Year: Transition from High School to College. Time 

off or Time on?” She analyzes the deeply complex concept of the gap year. While students who 

opt for a gap year have traditionally been labeled as ‘rebels, dropouts, and ‘people with nothing 

better to do’” (Rubin 225) They are now attracting “hopeful professionals and future kings.” 

(Rubin 225) Rubin claims that in our ever-changing, fast-paced world, students are entering 

college as immature and unsure of what they want to do as ever before. This leads to a multitude 

of issues from spending more than four years in college due to major changes and uncertainty, to 

serious transitional anxiety. Rubin argues, “in this rapidly changing and globally interconnected 

world, we must give students an opportunity to be creative, innovative, and experimental.” 

(Rubin 225) In her view, this simply cannot happen in a college structure that encourages rapidly 

transitioning from high school, through college, and into the workforce. Taking a gap year not 

only fosters this innovation and creativity, but students who take a gap year are also “very 

prepared for serious learning and focused on future goals. Possessing more self-awareness than 

their peers, they are adept at interacting with diverse groups and also demonstrate their 

flexibility.” (Rubin 225) This piece offers a unique perception of a decision that can greatly 

increase the resilience of a high school student transitioning to college. Patience in understanding 

yourself, your goals, and the world is an essential piece to developing mental resiliency.  

 William L. Smith and Pidi Zhang’s piece “Perceived Factors Facilitating Students’ 

Transition from High School to College” analyzes typical factors that impact a student 
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transitioning from high school to college and their effectiveness. The authors are analyzing the 

“perceived helpfulness of these variables in the transition experience of college students.” 

(Smith, Zhang 19) The specific factors they explore are parents, high school faculty, college 

professors, academic advisors, and college orientation programs. (Smith, Zhang 19) Each of 

these categories typically impacts anyone going through the high school to college transition and 

this piece of literature analyzes the productiveness of each in aiding student success. However, 

instead of analyzing these categories in search of causal relationships between support and 

success, the authors say, “it is more appropriate to see these results as an attempt to explore 

relationships between students’ perceptions of the factors [listed above] and their transition to 

college.” (Smith, Zhang 36) They found that “a large number of students indicated parents, 

friends, college professors, and academic advisors as important factors in facilitating their 

transition from high school to college.” (Smith and Zhang, 36) Most students in higher education 

would agree that it is hard to partake in higher education without the support of these groups 

which makes this part of the piece credible. However, “there is no evidence, to show that those 

students who reported parents or friends as helpful or very helpful in actuality performed better 

the those who [did not]” (Smith Zhang) They then claim that there is often an exaggerated 

perception of how valuable support from family and friends is and that this can be tied to “the 

strong American belief in family and friendship” (Smith, Zhang 36) This trend of exaggerated 

perception of helpfulness continues through each of these categories. This research does not 

claim these groups are not vital to the long-term success of a student it is merely saying that it is 

inflated. Resilience is not studied in this piece of literature, but family, advisors, and friends have 

a strong effect on the development of resilience in a student. Whether or not that effect is inflated 

is not considered here.  
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 Tim Bascom’s “Community College” published in the academic journal Creative Non-

Fiction, paints an incredibly descriptive picture of resilience at the community college level. 

Although his piece doesn’t discuss the transition from high school to college, it teaches a 

meaningful lesson about the development of resilience and overcoming adversity to obtain 

higher education. “Dan’s been coming every day, despite his diabetes. His sight is getting worse, 

but he can still use the computer. He types his notes big— about two inches tall— and if he pulls 

at the corners of his eyes, he can read." (Bascom 127) Bascom’s ability to tell the stories of these 

real people, their struggles, and their commitment to higher education teaches a much different 

lesson than a typical college transition. Resilience is a staple in community college. These true 

stories about people experiencing the worst of what life has to offer and still managing to commit 

themselves to higher education are the definition of resilience. Whereas the development of 

resilience from a typical college might come from minor adversity such as independence and 

social anxieties this piece of literature describes a completely different level. It is important to 

recognize these people and their commitment; Bascom does an amazing job highlighting 

community college attendees of all backgrounds.  

 In Robert Bozick and Stefanie DeLuca’s piece “Better Late Than Never? Delayed 

enrollment in the High School to College Transition” they “examine the antecedents and 

consequences of timing in the transition from high school to college.” (Bozick Deluca 531) In a 

culture that is becoming just slightly more open to the idea of deferred admissions to college, it is 

important to examine what impact it has on college completion and success in general. The 

authors say, “students receive many structural signals suggesting that they may defer their 

college enrollment with limited consequences including increasing numbers of two-year 

institutions with open admissions policies and flexible degree programs.” (Bozick DeLuca 548) 
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The growing acceptance of students choosing to delay enrollment seems incredibly positive on 

its face. It offers people the opportunity to take their time in deciding what they want to do and 

fulfill the necessary responsibilities before committing to college. When analyzed further, the 

literature shows, “when students delay the transition to college, they substantially decrease their 

chances of degree attainment… taking a year off after high school reduces the odds of degree 

completion by 64 percent, all other factors being equal.” (Bozick DeLuca 548) There are many 

factors that influence this difference in degree completion and a majority of those are associated 

with time itself. Bozick and DeLuca Say, “Delaying enrollment opens up a window of 

opportunity for involvement in other domains, most notably the family, which may further 

prevent the acquisition of a college degree.” (Bozick DeLuca 549) This piece is a necessary 

contrast to a previous piece which discussed the value of taking a gap year. It seems as though 

there are two different categories of people being discussed here. Those who have to delay 

admission often do so for financial, personal, or familial reasons whereas those who take a gap 

year are looking to learn and grow. There is, without a doubt, value in both when done correctly. 

Resilience is developed through struggle and one would think that those who have to delay 

admission due to a certain level of adversity would develop the resilience necessary to succeed in 

college but that does not seem to be the case based on this research.  

Conclusion  

 After surveying the literature on resilience, and the high school to college transition, it is 

clear there is an inextricable link. During periods of significant change, mental stress and 

discrimination, it is impossible to thrive without an abundance of resilience. Each piece of 

literature focuses on a different category of college student, but the commonality they all share is 

resilience. Just like so many other things in the world that little word is essential to the long-term 
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success of a college student. Refining, practicing, and adopting resilience could not be more 

important in a time of such uncertainty. It is clear that each of these pieces teaches us more about 

“how people experience setbacks, opposition, and oppression while retaining (or ultimately 

regaining) mental and physical well-being.” (Cal Poly Resiliency Project)  
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