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Building on 20 years of experience supporting high-achieving, economically disadvantaged students
of color to attend top colleges, Thrive Scholars has launched a program with the goal of boosting
admission, attendance, and graduation for Generational African-American boys—identifying as
descendants of enslaved people in the United States. Thrive Scholars’ overall mission is two-fold, and
focusing on top colleges allows us to do both: facilitate mobility for economically disadvantaged
students of color (Chetty, 2020) and diversify top leadership in the US (Chetty, 2023).

We launched this program because our overall trends mirrored national ones: Overall, Black boys
were underrepresented in our program and in top colleges. Specifically, we had fewer Generational
African-American boys in our program than Black immigrants or children of immigrants. Though the
data are difficult to disaggregate, Harvard is one example—Professors Gates and Guinier estimated
that only about one-third of Black Harvard first-years had four US-born grandparents, all
descendants of enslaved people (Rimer & Arenson, 2004). This matters because educational
outcomes differ by immigrant status of parents; Black adults with immigrant parents are more likely
to have college degrees (Anderson, 2015). Moreover, overall trends show that Black boys’ college
enrollment decreased from 35% in 2010 to 31% in 2020 (NCES, 2023), and Black male graduation
rates continue to trail other demographic groups (NSC, 2022). 

In addition to looking at our own data, we investigated the research behind these trends to
understand why this was happening and what we could do about it. On one hand, research shows
that Black boys have fewer of the necessary requirements to attend and graduate from top colleges
—such as lower GPAs (U.S. Department of Education, 2019), and lower AP course completion (NCES,
2014; Rodriguez & McGuire, 2019). On the other hand, it shows something that we know to be true for
all our Scholars: that these disparities for Black boys are not internal (such as a student’s lack of
motivation or time constraints) but rather external, due to systemic racism. This systemic racism
shows itself in multiple ways, such as Black boys having a lack of equal access to AP opportunities as
other students (Education Trust, 2022), not being identified by teachers as high achieving (Rodriguez
& Hernandez-Hamed, 2020), and/or being disciplined at higher rates (Milner, 2013; Smith & Harper,
2015). 

We were also encouraged by research showing that Black boys succeed academically and build a
positive sense of identity in high school and college when educators, counselors, and program leads
help students leverage family, school, and community support systems (Orrock & Clark, 2018). Our
program seeks to do just that—coaching students to leverage their school, community, and family
support systems so they finish high school in a strong position to be admitted to top colleges,
graduate from them, achieve personal economic mobility, and become part of top leadership in the
US and globally. 
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OnRamp engages Generational African-American sophomore boys, one year before our Six-Year
Program starts. Our primary goals are for our inaugural cohort of 14 OnRamp Scholars to develop
scholarly identities as Black boys and gain the academic and navigational skills that will support them
to succeed academically in and navigate through their final years of high school, which will set a
foundation for them to succeed in and graduate from top colleges. The core aspects of our
programming include academic and intellectual growth, empowerment, mentorship, and community-
building. 

OnRamp programming begins the summer before Scholars enter their junior year in high school, at
our residential Summer Academy at Amherst College. Summer Academy is Thrive Scholars’ signature
six-week intensive program that Six-Year Program Scholars attend as rising seniors in high school
and rising first-years in college. 

Summer Academy positions Scholars to achieve academic success at top colleges. The program was
started in 2012 and inspired by Scholars who were getting into great colleges but not thriving
academically, which limited their ability to complete STEM degrees and maintain GPAs needed for
competitive internships and jobs needed to start their career. Despite being just as talented as their
college peers, most of our Scholars attend under-resourced high schools unable to provide them
with the academic opportunities they need (and deserve) that would provide a solid foundation for
academic success in college. To fill this opportunity gap, our summer programming includes over
300 hours of math and writing instruction, taught by experienced professors that model the rigorous
learning environment they expect of their college students. Our early research on Summer Academy
demonstrated its effectiveness: Scholars who attended Summer Academy had statistically
significantly higher GPAs and more positive math and science course outcomes than those who did
not, and attending twice had even greater effects (Crouser, 2019). In the years since, our Scholars
have increasingly high average GPAs, STEM persistence, and internship attainment. 

In addition to academic coursework, all Scholars participate in community events, clubs, and trips
throughout the summer session—allowing them to connect with peers, engage with Thrive staff, and
build community through this unique shared experience. OnRamp Scholars also participate in
programming and 1:1 coaching to prepare them for navigating high school, the college admissions
process, as well as an early introduction to the myriad of careers open to them and how their college
and major choices are important for their economic mobility.

Following Summer Academy, OnRamp Scholars are continuing to engage in monthly workshops and
one-on-one coaching sessions with OnRamp coaches during their Junior year. 
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Key Summer 
2023 Outcomes

Academic and Intellectual Skills

 In Math, Scholars showed a statistically significant 46-point gain from pre-test to post-test (21 to 67
percentage points on a 100-point test; 219% increase). Their confidence to succeed in college-level math and
writing courses also increased significantly from pre- to post-test. 

“I have grown in my writing and math abilities and am ready to take on college-level courses
 in the future.” - OnRamp Scholar 

Empowerment

86% of Scholars strongly agreed that they feel more prepared for picking high school courses, 85% for
building better relationships with teachers, and 71% for exploring top-ranked colleges.

“I’ve definitely matured in terms of making sure I maintain academic excellence.” - OnRamp Scholar 

Mentorship

93% of Scholars reported that their overall experience working with their coach has been “very good.” 

“If it wasn't for this program I most likely would've not had the opportunity to meet various mentors
which can range from the hard-working staff to our professors.” - OnRamp Scholar 

Community

93% of Scholars strongly agreed that they feel more prepared to build community amongst their peers. 

“I plan to surround myself with more people that are passionate about their work.” - OnRamp Scholar 
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After Summer Academy, we believe Scholars are on track to achieve our programming goals of
academic and intellectual growth, empowerment, mentorship, and community-building: 

We are encouraged by these initial results and will continue to measure the outcomes of our
inaugural cohort through the year, specifically their ability to navigate high school and position
themselves to succeed in college admissions. We will have further data to share in spring 2024. 
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