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For years, the University of Arkansas at Little Rock struggled to retain and graduate minority students, 
particularly African-American and Hispanic students. Graduation rates hovered around 5% for males 
and 10% for females. The campus had become a revolving door for these students. “I became very 
concerned about what I saw happening to our minority students. I could not sit in good conscience 
and allow that to continue to happen,” said Dr. Donaldson. 

Nine years ago, Dr. Charles W. Donaldson, the vice 
chancellor of educational and student services, 
decided to take action and established the African 
American Male Initiative. In subsequent years, 
the African American Female Initiative and the 
Hispanic/Latinx Initiative were also established to 
provide an intrusive mentoring program for the 
identified students. 

Through this work, a closer look at the data of 
incoming students revealed a great disparity when 
comparing the remediation rates of minority 
students to those of majority students. This 
lead to the establishment of the UA Little Rock 
Summer Bridge Academy (SBA) in 2013, which 
targeted entering freshmen who needed to bypass 
remediation before their first fall semester. Prior 
to 2013, the University had tried to provide a 
Summer Bridge Program but with little success. 
The team was determined—this time, failure was 
not an option. 

In three weeks, the results were phenomenal and 
the years following showed similar success. 
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Helping Students Achieve College Success with Intensive Test Prep 

During the event, students can register for ACT 
Online Prep (AOP). Seventy percent of all students 
who completed the survey noted that they felt more 
confident in at least 3 of 4 content areas. Many students 
felt discouraged in the math and science section once 
they realized how much content the section covered, 
but they assured CWDSA staff that their decreased 
confidence would be fixed by using ACT Online Prep. 

“Our goal is to help them become excited 
about ACT prep. But we want them to have 
access to ACT preparation beyond the one-day 
event. That’s why we started using AOP,” said 
Dr. Donaldson. 

To ensure the success of their programs, CWDSA builds 
relationships with parents, including sessions the 
evening before to share information about the program, 
the importance of college, student expectations, and 
how parents can provide support. At the end of the 
programs, parents are invited to attend an awards 
ceremony to celebrate their child’s accomplishments. 

Since inception, approximately 2,000 students have 
participated in one of the programs. May 2018 marked 
the first graduation of CWDSA students. 

“From what we know, it’s clear that we’re ex-
ceeding what is happening with the average 
student at the university. And these were stu-
dents who had been told that they were not 
college material. Their ACT scores were rock 
bottom,” said Dr. Donaldson. 

Through these programs and the use of AOP, Donaldson 
Scholars have achieved a 93% remediation course 
bypass rate. Many students now also have the 
opportunity to enroll in concurrent classes while 
in high school, earning valuable college credits and 
experiences. Students who have stayed in the program 
the longest have seen the best results. For example, 
students who started in ninth grade have earned 
between a 26 and 33 ACT Composite score. 

 
“I firmly believe that given the proper exposure and experiences, 
we all can succeed” 

Dr. Charles W. Donaldson 
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