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Middle Colleges Grow in Number and Target Lower-Income,
Minority Students

by Amara Phillip

This fall, Maryland will become the latest in a growing number of states to open a “middle college,” or a high school
housed on a college campus. Prince George’s Community College will open the Academy of Health Sciences, a high
school focusing on allied health services. The school will begin accepting applications this month.

“Students must be looking for a different kind of environment, unlike the structure that exists in most public school
programs,” says PGCC President Charlene Dukes. “Middle college provides students with the opportunity to engage
in an environment that, we hope, will add to the intellectual stimulation that they already received in their middle
schools.”

Students at the Academy will begin their freshman year by taking two college courses alongside their high school
coursework. By the time they graduate, students are expected to have accumulated at least 43 college credits. Some
students may even graduate with an associate degree as well as a high school diploma, says Dukes.

The middle college is a relatively new concept in higher education, originating in the 1970s. The first middle college
was housed on the campus of LaGuardia Community College in Long Island City, N.Y. and focused on “dropout
retrieval,” or aiding students who had a high risk of dropping out of high school.

Today,  there are at least 35 middle colleges in the Middle College National Consortium (also based in Long Island
City) as well as dozens of other similar, dual-enrollment programs.

Most schools aggressively target lower-income and minority students, often requiring that at least 50 percent of
enrolled students be from at-risk or disadvantaged backgrounds. Overall, 67 percent of middle college students are
eligible to receive Title 1 services. Fifty-three percent are female, and 78 percent are students of color.

“We would expect the student body to be as equally diverse as any high school in the country,” says Sandra
Dunnington, PGCC’s vice president for academic affairs.

Dunnington says that the admissions committee will look for students who have the potential for academic success,
but who may be hindered by personal or economic issues. That includes first-generation college students, who often
think that they are not cut out for postsecondary study, she says. 

She recalls interviewing a group of students attending a middle college in Houston.

“Many of them felt they could not fit in socially and so could not succeed academically,” she says.

One male student said that he felt that he would “drown” in a larger school system, she says.

MCNC Director Cecilia Cunningham says smaller learning environments provide students with a support system that
often eludes them at traditional high schools.

“[These students] need smaller environments, they need academic challenge, they need engagement. And you’re
more likely to get that in a small school setting,” she says.

But having an early college experience comes with certain trade-offs. Younger students are typically not allowed to
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interact with college-aged students. On campus, ninth- and 10th-graders must be accompanied by an adult at all
times, and they will take classes as a cohort, rather than with other college students. Students at the Academy also
are not allowed to participate in sports.

PGCC administrators expect the Academy to enroll a freshman class of about 100 students. New classes of students
will be added annually, and the school plans to enroll 400 students overall.
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