Recruiting Diverse Learners to High School Computer Science

Cynthia Blitz, PhD
cindy.blitz@gse.rutgers.edu
Rutgers University

ABSTRACT

This presentation highlights strategies for improving recruitment
and engagement of under-represented students into high school
(HS) computer science (CS) classes. Operating within the collabora-
tive structure of a researcher-practitioner partnership (RPP), the
CS diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) strategies were conceived
by members of the Rutgers Computer Science Teaching & Learning
Collaboratory (CS-TLC), an NSF-funded RPP specifically established
to build the capacity of schools to provide rigorous, inclusive CS
education (CSE). Through an audit and reflection on current prac-
tice coupled with a synthesis of major findings from the education
literature, CS-TLC formulated a three-pronged strategy to address
equitable student recruitment - (i) tailoring communication and
outreach activities, (ii) revisiting and updating relevant institutional
practices or policies that directly or indirectly impact recruitment
and engagement, and (iii) enhancing existing instructional practices.
The presentation will preview each of these approaches, share pre-
liminary qualitative evidence regarding their efficacy, and highlight
the benefits of working within an RPP to conduct such work.
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1 MOTIVATION

Inequity in CS is profound and widespread [1]. Research shows
that experiences students have in K12 math and science strongly
influence their decision to choose a STEM major and impacts their
self-efficacy, motivation, and resilience [2]. Additionally, students -
particularly low-income and minority - who were more engaged
in technology-based learning activities were more likely to choose
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a STEM major [3]. Increasing DEI in CSE will ensure that CS-
dependent industries benefit from the insight, talent, and exper-
tise of a diverse and inclusive workforce [4], and that consistent
progress is made on addressing a range of social justice issues [5].

2 METHODS AND PRELIMINARY RESULTS

CS DEI recruitment and engagement strategies were conceived
based on engaging all partners in CS-TLC in an audit and reflection
on current practices, with guidance from the relevant literature on
CSE and other STEM fields. Discussing and debating these ideas
within the RPP ensured they were vetted by practitioners and took
into consideration diverse perspective of educators serving under-
represented student populations. Members of CS-TLC compiled and
reviewed current plans and activities for recruiting and engaging
students from under-represented groups in CSE and identified pri-
ority areas to address, including the following: (i) improving commu-
nication and outreach requires better tailoring (or personalization)
of recruitment-related communication and other activities in ways
that emphasize the relevance of CS to the interests and experiences
of students from under-represented groups while emphasizing the
opportunities afforded by CSE; (ii) revisiting and updating institu-
tional practices or policies related to enrollment in CS courses to
allow for greater flexibility in scheduling CS courses, eliminating or
minimizing the prerequisite requirements to allow students to more
easily enter the CS pipeline, and increasing the role of guidance
counselors in diverting students to CS classes; and, (iii) enhancing
instructional practices by adopting culturally responsive teaching
methods, integrating CS concepts into the general curriculum, and
creating opportunities for students to contribute to collaborative
problem-solving projects where CS competencies are being taught.

3 CONTRIBUTION AND FUTURE WORK

These strategies are currently being implemented, with process
evaluation ongoing. The initial phase of evaluation focuses on qual-
itative assessments of the implementation experience to identify
key facilitators and barriers. The next phase of the evaluation will
actively seek to engage a broader group of educators to assess the
suitability and potential adaptability of these strategies to elemen-
tary and middle schools.
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