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Executive Summary

Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for Undergraduate Programs (GEAR UP) Grant
Overview:

Provided by the US Department of Education, GEAR UP is designed to increase the number
of low-income students who are prepared to enter and succeed in postsecondary education.
GEAR UP provides seven-year grants to states and partnerships to provide services to stu-
dents, families, and educators in high-poverty middle and high schools. GEAR UP grantees
serve priority and cohort students beginning in middle school and follow them through high
school into their first year of college. State GEAR UP funds are also used to provide college
scholarships to low-income students.

Focus Group Evaluation Introduction:

To evaluate the Washington State GEAR UP (WAGU) program, focus groups of educators and
students were conducted to get first-hand accounts of perceptions of GEAR UP, evaluate
effectiveness of various components of GEAR UP, and identify gaps in resources, providing
considerations for future GEAR UP grant design and implementation.

Key Findings:

Several key findings stuck out from the focus groups as patterns and themes emerged from
students and educators:

Relationships are key to successful student outcomes. Educators noticed that students most
often came to them for support—almost as a mentor-mentee relationship would operate—
and students indicated that this relationship existed when their teacher/coordinator was con-
sistent across their years in GEAR UP.

Rural/lIsolated schools found GEAR UP to be a valuable resource especially critical for the
smaller schools since resources are lacking. There was a correlation between school size /
isolation and resources available to students.

Career path influences students and educators perception of affordability and college as an
investment, specifically the return on investment in the career field/industry chosen. Regard-
less of career path, students have increased academic and career outcomes when they have
support and self-efficacy bolstered by other adults believing in them.

Primary barriers for students/families to postsecondary education beyond affordability in-
clude documentation of students, family support/expectations, and transportation.

Primary barriers for educators/schools were capacity issues which were seen as a primary

barrier to serving students, especially concerning counselors and support staff. This is exac-
erbated in schools/districts with high staff turnover.
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Methodology

In Oct/Nov 2023, Vela Institute conducted nine focus groups to evaluate the WAGU grant. The
focus groups asked educators and students who graduated in June 2023 their perceptions and
experiences in WAGU schools. Participating students are currently working, attending college or in
the military.

Participants and Procedures

Four focus groups consisted of graduated WAGU students and five focus groups consisted of ed-
ucators from various schools served by WAGU. The focus groups were held in person with the
exception of one virtual student focus group. Each focus group lasted approximately one hour with
a couple of minutes at the start reserved for filling out a demographic survey. Participation was
voluntary, anonymous, and confidential. The participants received cookies during the focus group
session and students received a gift card after their participation.

Informed consent procedures were explained at the beginning of the focus groups including consent
to audio recording at in-person focus groups and zoom recording for the virtual focus group (see

Appendices 1 and 2).

Facilitators

Focus groups were facilitated by a staff member at Vela Institute, the external evaluator for the
WAGU grant. The facilitator has experience working with students, working as an educator, and

managing GEAR UP and other federal grants.

Data Analysis

An additional staff member at Vela Institute listened to and transcribed the audio and video record-
ings for each focus group. Individual focus group themes were noted and considered. The tran-
scriptions were then parsed out by recording answers to each question (see Appendices 1 and 2) in
one document and overall themes pulled out. The data was then discussed by both the facilitator
and transcriber, discussing themes and trends in the data. This was then compared to previous data
collected from surveys, previous school- and program-level quantitative analysis, and Performance
Insights (Pi), the software program housing student data and performance indicators.
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The schools served by WAGU are primarily rural in high-poverty areas. The schools included in
the focus group sample reflect this. There were varying sizes of schools with two large, one in the
middle, and two small (see figure below). The smaller schools tended to be even more rural, impov-
erished, and isolated from resources.

Figure 1: School Sizes and Participation in GEAR UP (Students Served in 2021-2022 School Year)

Rogers
Cohort

Fort Vancouver
Cohort

Aberdeen (J.M. Weatherwax)
Cohort

Davenport
Priority

White Pass
Priority

MMM O o

397
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210
(98% Participation)

170
(99% Participation)

115
(96% Participation)

At the beginning of each focus group, participants were asked to scan a QR code and fill out a
digital survey with demographic information. Of the 23 students that participated, 20 filled out the
demographic survey. Of the 29 educators that participated, 24 filled out the demographic survey.
The discrepancies are due to late arrivals at the focus groups.
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Figure 2: Student Focus Group Participants

MALE

FEMALE

NON-BINARY . #1

ASIAN .#1

AMERICAN INDIAN OR #1
ALASKA NATIVE

SPANISH AS A FIRST LANGUAGE - #2

P rouare cortror I, e
GRADUATE COLLEGE
PARENTS / GUARDIANS DID - #4
GRADUATE COLLEGE

PRICE LUNCH

WAGU Program Evaluation | 8



MALE

FEMALE

WHITE

BLACK - #2

otHer [l #1

HISPANIC . #1

20+YEARs [ 37%
10-15veArs [ 16%
5-10 YEARS [ 16%
o-svears [ 16%

15-20 YEARS - 12%

ADMINISTATOR _36%

TEACHER . 10%

apvisor [ 10%

PN rapvarecoteer TN /-
GRADUATE COLLEGE

e anuarecouece NN -
GRADUATE COLLEGE

ENGLISH AS FIRST
Lancuace | 24

WAGU Program Evaluation | 9



Findings and Discussion

Where Students Are Going:

GEAR UP aims to increase college and career
readiness, improving the academic and career
outcomes of students. The figures below depict
the postsecondary plans of students from the
five high schools as derived from a senior exit
survey. When looking at responses from individ-
ual schools, larger schools with priority models
tended to have greater percentages of students
attending postsecondary education than smaller
schools with cohort models.
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Figure 4: Student Plans for 2023-2024
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The actual enrollment percentages varied from students’ self-reported intentions on the survey. Overall
enrollment in postsecondary institutions was 41.2%, less than the self-reported 56.7% planning to at the
end of senior year. Focus group school enrollment was 19.0%, less than the self-reported 54.3% planning
to attend the end of senior year. Educators cited summer melt and unprecedented situations as impacting
whether a student actually goes to the college they enrolled in; often even after setting up a dorm, a student
may still choose to not attend higher education.

When educators were asked about where they see students going after high school, the answer includ-
ed a range of options but with heavy emphasis on seeing students remaining in the community. Some
schools even cited percentages based on recent graduates (Class of 2022). One school cited 36% planning
to attend 4-year, 17% community college + transfer to 4-year, 19% working full time, 9% attending commu-
nity college, 4% apprenticeship, and 4% enlisting into the military, as found in the 2022 senior exit survey
conducted by Vela Institute.

WAGU Program Evaluation

11



Another school that is smaller claimed that historically about 20% of students go on to 4-year schools,
closer to 50-60% go on to Community College, technical school, [or] something else in that arena, less than
10% enlist in the military, and then the rest are either direct employment, gap year, or lost track of. Several
schools had a good idea of where students were going, mostly due to combining perceptions with survey
results. Educators noticed a trend of only a small handful of students going to college, most often into lucra-
tive and secure job paths.

e ’,Q\\ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“At college, they’re going for dental hygiene, nursing, [and] those other skilled positions like that.”

“I'm not seeing 20% go to 4-year. Getting them to go to college visits was really hard; they're just not
looking. | think there’s been too much bad publicity about the loans. After talking to kids, I've been really
shocked how few are heading for the four-year college. Technical College has really picked up; mechanics

make more than four-year college graduates, electricians [do too]. | mean, why get the loan?”

- J

The college students in the focus groups tended to be pursuing STEM degrees. Most students in the fo-
cus groups were attending 2-year or 4-year colleges since that is where the focus groups were held, though
there were a few who chose to go to work, enlist in the marines, or go directly into trades/apprenticeships.
In this way, the sample of students was not the most representative of the various career paths they could
have taken (though results from student surveys are referenced throughout for additional context). That
being said, most students go to local 2-year colleges/programs, into the trades, or right into work, especially
for family businesses such as farming or following in their parents’ footsteps such as going to work for a local
mill. Those choosing to go to college or into the trades seem to have increased over the years, perhaps due
to the services GEAR UP provides in addition to monetary incentives from trade apprenticeships available in
some of the communities, with a dip this previous year.

Z,QF FOCUS GROUP QUOTES

“Our skill center enrollment in the hard technical areas—automotive, Health Sciences and our electrical
engineering HVAC— [have seen the] highest enrollment we've ever had [this past year].”

For many educators, the goal seems to be to encourage students to at least go into the trades, not just
stay home without a plan. Many educators and stakeholders in the focus groups expressed sentiments of
concern over disparity in teachers believing in their students. Students’ perception of teachers and other
adults believing in them and their abilities is a critical aspect of students’ postsecondary plans and outcomes,
as self-efficacy is a major predictor of college enroliment and persistence.! This is evident, too, in the deci-
sion-making process of students as discussed in the student focus groups.

AN, S., & Saunders, J. (2008). The career aspirations of rural Appalachian high school students. Journal of Career Assessment, 17(2), 172-88;
Bandura, A., Barbaranelli, C., Caprara, G. V., & Pastorelli, C. (2001).
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Student Decision-Making:

Students were asked about their decision-making
process and who helped them decide on their post-
secondary plans, especially in the decision to go to
college or into the trades. The influences cited for
choosing their postsecondary path included family ex-
pectations, financial aid considerations, proximity to
home, making money, passion/interest and enjoyment
of career path, and advisor and educator encourage-
ment/help.

~ :,Q; FOCUS GROUP QUOTES )

“I think for me it was a mix of GEAR UP staff and my parents just kind of encouraging me to keep
exploring and looking. My gear up staff was really supportive of me being undecided for those three
years and really helped me look into different career fields.”

“It's something | am passionate for and enjoy. When | work, | want to enjoy it.”

“If anything, | was arguing with people to have them stop changing my mind. A lot of people look down
on arts majors and so instead of it being more of a ‘I'm being pushed and encouraged to, which | was by
GEAR UP stdff, it was more so me arguing with people, ‘this is not a dumb idea, this is what | want to do.

GEAR UP staff are very encouraging.”

- J

Students’ perception of college affordability was low in high school. In a 2022-2023 student survey of ju-
niors and seniors at these high schools, the majority of students who did not fill out the FAFSA cited reasons
of not understanding how to and not being able to attend a financial aid workshop, in addition to those who
indicated they did not intend to attend a postsecondary institution. Finances and affordability were indicated
in the survey as prevalent obstacles to students pursuing postsecondary education.

Figure 5: 2022-23 juniors who do not plan to continue their education attributing that decision to

financial reasons (according to survey)
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All students in the focus groups except for one did not think college would be affordable when they were
in high school. Through talking through options and gaining a better understanding of financial aid and
loans, they were able to make a more informed choice. When asked if they believe college is an investment,
most replied with “it depends” and expanded on the idea that what career path and job someone wants will
determine if college is a worthwhile investment, specifically related to income.

~ ’,@c FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“If you know what you want to do/be, then [college is an investment].”

“Depends on job path. Obviously, teachers don’t get paid as much, so it really just depends on what
career path you take.”

“I've met a lot of people through the classes | have had that thought they knew what they wanted to do
in college and found out like a year into it [that] they like something else a lot better, so | think for those
people it was a really good investment - test the waters in different classes.”

NS J

When asked who helped in their decision-making of postsecondary plans, 50% of the students named
their GEAR UP coordinators, 25% cited family members including grandparents, parents, and siblings, and
about 13% mentioned teachers. Having support is critical in postsecondary persistence and completion of
degree programs. Students claimed that having a consistent GEAR UP coordinator throughout the years was
invaluable, especially as a familiar face to talk to and ease transitions including from middle school to high
school and high school to postsecondary education.

~ ’,@c FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“[GEAR UP coordinators] helped me basically plan what | wanted to do after high school and everything
because | feel like a lot of students don’t know what they want to do in high school.”

“Even if you're not going to college, [GEAR UP coordinators] really help you basically prepare for life after
high school in all ways.”

NS J

Self-efficacy beliefs as shapers of children’s aspirations and career trajectories. Child Development, 72(1), 187-206; Uchida, A., Michael, R., & Mori,
K. (2018). An induced successful performance enhances student self-efficacy and boosts academic achievement. AERA Open 4(4).
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Those involved in helping students go into postsecondary education, made possible by GEAR UP ser-
vices, field trips, and funds, are instrumental in aiding students in overcoming the many barriers.

~ ?,QF FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“For me, | don't really have anybody to help me with it. I've always been drawn to culinary. When | got
to high school, it was definitely GEAR UP and my culinary teachers that helped me really solidify that
[career path].”

“Getting to see careers and go on field trips and see a different future is easier than doing own research.
Either knowing what you want and getting to explore the options with many different careers [by]
actually going to see what people do for construction or going to see the HVAC so they can see kind of
what their future could be.”

“I had a lot of support and resources for my gear coordinator. [The coordinator] really helped me change
my plan and figure out how I could do what | wanted and gave me a lot of different options.”

Barriers to Postsecondary
Education:

Beyond finances and affordability, educa-
tors were asked about barriers they see
students facing when it comes to pursu-
ing postsecondary education. Transpor-
tation was cited as the primary barrier in
several educator focus groups.

[ :,@: FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~N

“Transportation is huge; our kids can’t afford drivers ed, so they wait ‘til they’re 18 so they don’t have to
pay that. The next thing is: what can | do to earn money to get a car? So in order to get them out of the
valley, you know, it’s a tough one. A lot of them have generations born and lived here; there is a lot of
pressure from families to stay here.”

WAGU Program Evaluation
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Transportation is expensive and many students are not able to go to college, especially if they do not have
the support of someone to drive them to college. Some staff at the schools have pitched in and driven
students to college at move-in time. Even Running Start (a dual credit program) during high school requires
a vehicle to get students to the community college campus for classes. Many students have to go straight to
work, if they can get to their job without a personal vehicle, in order to save up for a car. These rural, isolated
communities do not have the public transportation infrastructure in place to aid in this.

There is often the expectation from family members to stay home and remain in the community, in part
due to the isolation and lack of services. Not only with transportation but also expectations that students
will choose to stay home—even after enrolling in college—due to sickness or loss of income of a family mem-
ber, helping pitch in. For students and their families, fear is another common barrier and one that GEAR UP
aims to address. Many students have never left the community where one small, rural focus group was held
or gone further than an hour and a half. For many, school field trips and college visits provided by GEAR UP
expose students to what is out there and quell some of the fears and concerns around leaving for postsec-
ondary education.

e ’,Q\\ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“I'll never forget the trip driving down we went through our nearest town and a student says, ‘I've never
been past here.”

“Anytime we can take a trip out of this valley, whether it’s for Seattle over to Yakima and things like that,
it helps kids see the broader world. Taking 7th graders to the Museum of Flight is always a kick in the
pants because the main thing they want to do is ride on the elevator because many of them have never
been on an elevator.”

NS J

Educators also pointed out that students who are first-generation receive little to no help or assistance
with postsecondary education from their families. There is a reliance on the school and GEAR UP—and
other resources at some of the larger schools—to fill in this gap in knowledge. Half of the educators and
stakeholders that participated in the focus groups were first-generation college students themselves and
therefore understand the associated challenges. One such associated challenge is assistance and support
once at college or another postsecondary educational institution/program.

e ’,Q\\ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“A piece that | think really is missing across the board in K-12 is having that follow up [after high school
graduation]. We can get them going and then they get out there, it’s scary, they don’t know anybody,
everyone else seems to know everything, and then we all know the attrition rate after freshman year

at 2-year or 4-year universities is really high. | think that’s the missing piece that will really make a
difference for that attrition.”

NS J

WAGU Program Evaluation
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While some students have a solid support system outside of school, many rely on the school and GEAR
UP for information and support. Once this support is gone, students sometimes do not know how to ask for
help or where to find it, especially at 2-year colleges where assistance services are less robust than 4-year
universities. Those that attended postsecondary education closer to home still had some contact with GEAR
UP coordinators which they cited as helpful for persisting. Some schools served by WAGU have high pop-
ulations of immigrant families and students/families who speak English as a second language to Spanish or
Arabic. Not only does this pose challenges for navigating understanding of the college enrollment process,
but also eligibility for financial aid based on parental income as determined by filing taxes. There is also an
issue with having the necessary documentation to apply for college and financial aid. Some students’ families
simply do not file taxes and receive necessary tax return whether due to family skepticism of the government
or immigrant/migrant status.

~ =)~ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“We have trouble getting documentation for a lot of our kids; they don’t have access to a birth certificate
or social security card, their parents won't give up their information for their taxes because maybe they
haven't even filed taxes for a number of years, or a variety of other reasons.”

- J

Additionally, there is a great deal of informal guardianship in lieu of formal foster care which has the add-
ed barrier of lacking access to parental info. Some students do not even know their social security number
which can be found/retrieved but requires a fee to do so. Some students get lost in the fold due to a high
homeless population, high mobility rate in schools due to migrant workers, and the focus on crisis manage-
ment in such a high-poverty, high-trauma area.

:,@F FOCUS GROUP QUOTES

“We have about 20% not living with biological parents. Some in foster care but it tends to be more
informal; just living with whoever can take care of them.”

GEAR UP is instrumental in addressing these barriers, whether formally or not. Postsecondary education
and career plans can be hard to navigate and many students do not know what is out there, that college is
an option, or how to navigate the process.

WAGU Program Evaluation
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~ =)~ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“We’re much better [now] at making sure students have a plan after high school or at least trying to help
them see options and know that they need a plan. No plan is necessarily better than another; it’s just
that you need a plan.”

College-Going Culture:

A college-going culture is critical to exposing stu-
dents to postsecondary options and their belief in
the ability to pursue postsecondary education. The
goal of cultivating a college-going culture is promot-
ing an environment that prepares students for a full
range of postsecondary education options. Using the
research-based definition (McDonough, 2002), a “Col-
lege-Going Culture” refers to “the environment, atti-
tudes, and practices in schools and communities that
encourage students and their families to obtain the in-
formation, tools, and perspective to enhance access to
and success in postsecondary education.”

Close consideration of the principles outlined in the college-going culture rubric from University of Cali-
fornia at Berkely? can help a school become a place where students understand the full breadth of their
options and knowledgeable of different academic and career paths to get to where they want to be. The
components are rated on a scale from 1 to 4, with the most recent educator survey—implemented by Vela
Institute in the spring of 2023—placing college-going culture at an average of 2.8 among WAGU schools,
up from 2.4 the year prior. As part of the focus groups, students and educators were asked questions about
some components to gauge the presence of a college-going in the schools and whether it has increased as
a result of the GEAR UP grant.

Measuring a college-going culture includes students’ understanding/knowledge of and preparation for post-
secondary education. When students were asked if they got the message [from school, family, etc.] that
college is important to their future, about half said “yes’, whereas the other half said “no”, at least not until
they reached junior or senior year of high school. This likely has to do with developmental milestones of
students, especially as the majority of students in the focus groups were first generation, several even cit-
ing resistance from parents concerning going to college. This aligns with educators’ perception of a lack of
parental support in many cases.

“Berkeley Center for Educational Partnerships. (2021). College-Going Culture. University of California at Berkeley. https:/cep.berkeley.edu/
home/about-cep/college-going-culture#:~:text=College-Going%20Culture.%20College-Going%20Culture%20refers%20to%20the %20
environment,,enhance%20access%20t0%20and%20success%20in%20post-secondary%20education
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Educators were asked if they saw their school’s college-going culture shift as a result of GEAR UP, specif-
ically pointed towards educators who had been around since before the implementation of the grant. While
they did cite the COVID-19 pandemic as a disruption to the college-going culture, in general there was the
perception of an increased college-going culture. This was specifically seen in the support of staff towards
students, more parents showing up to programming and services, and even school decorations. One school
put up a lot of banners of local colleges and motivation to pursue postsecondary education.

:,Q\: FOCUS GROUP QUOTES

“You'll see dream walls right now and our kids are putting their hopes and dreams there.”

GEAR UP funding allowed for taking more students on field trips, especially college visits, which were
perceived to be one of the most helpful services for students thinking about career paths. Dual enroliment
also seems to be a prominent option for students.

~ ’,@c FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“Educational opportunities come through in district funding with the field trips that you take them
on, revamping and bringing them back out so that the students have an annual experience outside of
the valley. If we don’t have that GEAR UP person who gets things for their students no matter what, it

doesn’t happen.”

“No one had been going on field trips until GEAR UP.
NS J

That being said, there were comments made—when asked about whether most faculty and staff know where
students are going after high school—that included a concern from GEAR UP staff that some teachers and
other faculty have low belief in their students’ ability or expectations of postsecondary education or
aspiration.

~ ’,@c FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“We've done the surveys before about the college-going culture and ‘do you believe that all of your
students can [go on to postsecondary education]’ and we have gaps in our belief system. That’s the
best way | can put it. | think the rest of our staff probably does not have as much access to data or the
conversations that [coordinators] are having with our students. | don’t know that for the most part they
would have a good handle on where students are overall.”

N J
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Perhaps this is simply related to context, as the barriers that students face are tremendous, with poverty and
trauma prevalent in these communities. As discussed previously, student self-efficacy is directly correlated
to perception of teachers’ belief in them and is one of the main predictors of postsecondary persistence
and completion. In the educator surveys implemented by Vela Institute, the majority of educators and stake-
holders did believe that their students could go on to postsecondary education and many expected quite a
few to do so. Educators helped rate the college-going culture which increased year-over-year as seen in the
survey results discussed previously.

GEAR UP staff are very aware of the benefits of a coordinator in the school and the way that culture shifts
with trusting relationships.

~ =)~ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES N

“Because there’s such a limited understanding of the higher ed process and postsecondary, when there is
a trust that is built in the community, in [the coordinator], and if they know [the coordinator] is someone
they can call, and if they’re hesitant to talk about their financial situation or whatever it is, then they
have that trust built in someone who is going to go the extra mile to make sure that the kids have access
to what they need. That is really the key.”

While creating a college-going culture is integral to increasing the academic and career outcomes of
students, preparing students to actually take the leap and enroll, persist, and complete college is crucial.

Preparation:

Enrollment, persistence, and completion of college
is more likely when students are prepared and know
what to expect and where to seek support when
needed. An integral aspect of GEAR UP is not only
getting kids to make a plan for after high school and
ideally attain some level of postsecondary education,
but also to feel and be prepared for what comes af-
terwards. Participants in both student and educator
focus groups were asked questions with the intention
of gauging students’ preparedness for postsecondary
education and career plans. Students were asked if
they personally thought college was affordable, think-
ing back to their perception of it during high school, as
that is when postsecondary education decisions were
being made. The majority answered that college did
not seem affordable.

WAGU Program Evaluation
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~ ’,@: FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“Definitely not until FASFA.”

“The thing is, if [financial aid] wasn’t going to cover everything, | would not go [to college] because | have
no money.”

“I was kind of nervous because of how expensive | heard it was. | think that’s what held me back from
wanting to go to college. | still do want to go, because [now] | know I'll have financial aid and things like
that”

NS J

All of this considered though, the students in college found that they generally received more assistance
than they thought they would. The FAFSA gave clear pictures of their financial aid eligibility. However, the
students considering transferring from a two-year college to a four-year university—which is a necessary
step in their path towards career aspirations—claimed that college suddenly looked a lot more unaffordable
and there is uncertainty about financial aid available in the instance of transferring. Some students, those in
four-year colleges especially, believe they will be paying back loans for the rest of their life and that college
is not actually affordable, yet they attended anyways due to interest and passion for their career.

~ ’,@c FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“I'm paying like $1500 a term [at community college] and then I'm going into paying $20,000 a term
[at a four-year university]. That’s stupid, I'm not going to do that. It's not that | can’t afford it, it’s that |
don’t have any financial aid and it’s just all gonna have to come from out of pocket which isn’t going to

happen.”

“The career field that I'm going into isn’t going to make me the most amount of money. | don’t want to
give up going to college because I'm going to be stuck with student loans for the rest of my life, but at
the same time I’'m never going to be able to pay these back.”

NS J

Only a couple of students answered that they thought college was affordable. These students were on op-
posite extremes of socio-economic status. One student knew their parents had saved aside money to go to
college and could probably afford it, especially with assistance from scholarships, grants, and loans. Another
student was especially low-income and frequently kicked out from home; this person knew enough about
financial aid and their own financial situation, which warranted much aid available for college, though only af-
ter learning about it through GEAR UP. Family perception heavily shapes perception of college affordability.
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~ ’,Qc FOCUS GROUP QUOTES N

“My family at home never wanted me to go to college, but they never wanted me to just because they
knew it was gonna be expensive.”

“I just chose not to [go to college]. It was in my budget and my parents were telling me to go. | even
applied, | got accepted. | looked at degrees. | thought about engineering degrees. | had opportunities and
it just didn’t seem appealing to me. Why move across the state and stay in the dorm and go to school 8
hours a day like | have been when | obviously wasn’t enjoying it in high school? | can go find something
I want to do and get paid for it without grueling through another four years or maybe six or more
depending on whatever degree | got and then can only do certain things because of the degree.”

The aspect of transferring makes for yet another period of transition which is where educators claim
students need the most support. They see a need for better supports for students during the summer lead-
ing up to their first semester of enrollment at a postsecondary institution, as well as during that first year,
if not throughout college, and even more so if transferring and going through another period of academic
enrollment with little to no family knowledge and/or support. Students certainly echoed still needing help
and support past enrollment.

~ ’,Qc FOCUS GROUP QUOTES N

“I still need my coordinators in my life. [I’'m] wandering lost in this world.”

“It's the transferring part that’s kind of taking a toll on me right now. | have to decide between two
schools right now and it comes down to like the nitty gritty of it. I'm picking through these websites
trying to figure out which one has more for me. So that’s the hard part.”

When asked if they felt prepared for what they are doing after graduating high school, students had a
variety of answers and insights into the specific areas in which they did or did not feel prepared. In general,
students felt somewhat prepared.
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/ ’,@c FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“I'd say that | was prepared in some aspects more than others.”
“Yes and no, because from the business aspect I'm not already but from real life aspect I think | am.”

“I don’t think I'm really ready for [a] career, but | know I'm really good at academics and | can put myself
through college.”

NS J

Without prompting, students identified several areas of preparedness including academic, emotional,
mental, independence/adulting, and financial. Many students initially discussed academic preparedness
with almost half feeling prepared and just under half feeling unprepared. The general consensus was that
postsecondary education demands more time and effort in academics as opposed to high school. Those
that felt prepared attributed it to specific classes that were applicable to the field they went into, math skills
needed for trades and STEM degrees, and Running Start dual credit classes. Those that were not prepared
attributed it somewhat to their own level of care and attention in high school but also to a mismatch in class-
es to academic and career path. One criticism included the lack of hands-on lab experience in high school
making college STEM courses with labs, such as Biology, significantly more challenging than it seemed to be
for other students from different schools.

e ’,Q\\ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“Academically, | was prepared because | had done two years of Community College before with the
Running Start program.”

“l am putting a lot more effort into it. | did not realize the difference in time and effort between high
school and college classes.”

“I think academically we've been prepared so well, but it’s so hard to prepare somebody especially when
they’re moving away.”

“[My major] is biology. | feel like we didn’t get enough hands-on labs.”

NS J

The students who mentioned emotional preparedness tended to feel prepared. Some students in the
marines felt fairly prepared and students from Running Start felt mentally prepared for the transition and
their day-to-day responsibilities. There was a halfway split in students who felt prepared to move and be in a
new living situation, when applicable. This seemed to be primarily related to how much support they had at
home versus at school with low-support and high-support homes preparing students more, whereas average
students felt less prepared.
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~ ’,@c FOCUS GROUP QUOTES N

“Emotionallly], yes and no but that’s more of a personal thing.”

“I mean, | could talk about certain teachers like on the personal helping me out. [One teacher] would
teach us things that wasn't in his curriculum but was able to help me out.”

“I think I'll be ready for my career mentally but not physically, because it doesn’t take much of a mental
[strain] to do the job | need to do.”

Students tended to be fairly prepared for moving, living in a new place if applicable, and adjusting to more
independence, especially if they had prior experiences that cultivated independence and responsibility.
Some of the experiences cited included work experience and having a job in high school.

~ ’,Qc FOCUS GROUP QUOTES N

“I think that | was more prepared to live alone and be in the circumstances.”

“I feel like [I’'m] independent because my last two years of high school | got a job, and | was really
independent.”

“It is all on me. | don’t have [my coordinator] telling me anymore what to do. | have to be responsible for
my own stuff which was a big change.”

With all of the options available, many students could stay home and attend community college or trade
programs, though this was more feasible in the larger communities with a greater variety of options. Those
who found the transition difficult cited issues with finding the information they needed and feeling over-
whelmed with all of the responsibilities they were juggling after high school.

=)~ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES N

“It's almost like | have two lives. I'm going to school and I'm being a student. Every day | have to drive
home through traffic. [Then] I'm at home and I'm doing all my other responsibilities; | didn’t drop any of
those things when | went to college. It’s like | have this part of my life and then | have the school part of

my life.”

N J
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Financial preparation was split in half between those feeling prepared and those not. For many, it was
understanding the upcoming financial situation that most prepared them, regardless of their socioeconomic
status or what their financial situation actually looked like.

:@: FOCUS GROUP QUOTES

“l was looking forward to [being on my own] which | guess made it easier, but | wasn't very prepared
expecting what it was going to be like, [such as] pay[ing] for a lot of stuff on my own.”

For others, fear of drowning in debt—especially if transferring from a 2-year college to a more expensive
4-year university—was prevalent, as the financial aid was not as transparent to them from the beginning
when the career path involved more schooling than anticipated, indicating a need for even more guidance
around postsecondary education and career paths. Having support indicated more preparedness.

~ ’,@c FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“l am prepared to accomplish my goals. I've set up myself a good path financially and I've also had a
whole bunch of people | can contact if anything does go wrong. Even though I'm heading towards my
goal, if it doesn’t work, I'll also have a second plan.”
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Educators saw most students have aspirations—or dreams/ideas of what to do following high school
graduation and beyond—although these tend to be limited to what students are exposed to. In some
communities, only service jobs are seen and then what is shown on tv, unless students have gone on field
trips to be exposed to more options.

e ’,Q\\ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“I've talked to the very few students that didn’t have some level of plan, like some kind of dream. They all
have a vague idea, an idea of what they want to do.”

“The aspiration part [we] saw change with Covid. When asked what they want to do after high schools,
[students’] answer is IDK.”

- J

While some students were more apathetic or just following a path set up in the community culture or pa-
rental expectations—seen more since the disruption of the COVID-19 pandemic—the most that was needed
when it came to aspirations was prompt students to decide on an aspiration and make backup plans and
ideas. Several educators noticed unrealistic aspirations, especially in early high school, citing the need to
guide students towards possibilities within their reach.

e ’,Q\\ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“When | was in the classroom years ago, half [of] my freshman boys wanted to be NBA or NFL athletes.
When we did a career assignment, that was their dream, their aspiration. So they had one [but]
realisticlally] was not [what they would do]. We had to work through those things.”

- J

This just emphasizes the need to expose students to various career paths and realistic expectations of
academic and career paths. Creating plans with students is valuable in managing expectations and ensuring
students are successful in their desired career outcomes. Former students cited in their advice to current
high schoolers (Appendix 3),
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e ’,Q\\ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“Have a plan.”
“Be flexible with your plan and open to all options.”

“Be smart about career path and financial decisions. Work towards your goals.”

NS J

Even planning was fairly prevalent among students when guided by trusted adults who had the resources
to help them. While students may need many reminders, information, and help navigating systems, many
would plan to and actually fill out a FAFSA and apply to a postsecondary program, especially if their aspira-
tions required such education. That being said, it was after that point that educators saw students not follow
through.

:,Q:\- FOCUS GROUP QUOTES

“It is the action piece where we lose most of them.”

Primarily, “taking action” seemed to be where educators saw the greatest need for support. Action is
following through on the plans made, such as enrolling in and attending postsecondary education. Often,
students do not follow through following high school graduation. They may have enrolled in college but were
unable to find transportation to the institution of higher education, were convinced by family members to
stay back and work, or became scared. Family ties and caretaking seems to be a reason for this also.

Z,QF FOCUS GROUP QUOTES

“Seems like we have a higher number of parents with health issues where kids are caretakers. Losses
during covid. Lots of kids who are caretakers.”

Some educators even cited having helped set up dorm rooms for students and yet the student still backs
out. Clearly, there is a need for further support, prior preparation, or more realistic career path plans so the
student can follow through on their plan.
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~ =)~ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES N

“Summer melt is when you lose them like when they spent the summer at home. Like | said, their dorm
room was set up with everything ready to go, mom doesn’t want them to go or a parent lost their job so
they need to stay to help pitch in.”

. J

Ultimately, students need support throughout the process and even afterwards to be set up for the most
successful academic, career, and life outcomes.

:,@F FOCUS GROUP QUOTES

“They just need someone to bounce ideas off of still even though they're there, they made it, they did the
damn paperwork, [and] finally they got the taxes filed right.”

Resources Across Schools:

To gauge what resources were available in the various
schools and the impact of GEAR UP services, educators
were asked to weigh in. When asked what other post-
secondary career and education planning resources were
available aside from GEAR UP, educators responded with a
variety of answers. All of the schools expressed sentiments
towards GEAR UP and its tremendous impact.

?,QF FOCUS GROUP QUOTES

“Please don't leave. We need [GEAR UP].”

Larger schools tended to have other resources available including national programs and local supports.
Larger schools cited TRIO, school psychologists, alcohol and drug counselors, College Success Foundations
representatives, and local business and postsecondary school involvement. Some even had district-funded
employees specific to college and career readiness. The smaller schools had fewer resources outside of
GEAR UP. When asked what resources were available to students, one focus group respondent from a small
school answered,
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~ =)~ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“Other than GEAR UP? Other than teachers’ support and guidance, not much. This school has issues
finding certificated teachers and faculty, like our school counselor who isn’t doing much guidance lacking
that background. If we didn’t have GEAR UP, we wouldn’t have anything to provide the kids other than
maybe connecting with a college that comes out for a day.”

NS J

Schools try to work in college and career preparation into curriculum and existing supports including
helpful information and engagement, but they do not have the capacity to do all of it. This is especially
the case for advising and counseling, as the increased capacity to handle college and career preparation
and address mental health needs is invaluable, especially as even with extra capacity, much of the work of
counselors is dealing with crisis management.

~ c@: FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“Counselors have a lot on their plate. | think having GEAR UP and their support gives counselors peace
of mind. If we get a CPS call or something of that nature, we're not dropping the ball. College and career
readiness [is] an easy [aspect] to push down the road when you have to be responsive to a student who
might need a bed to sleep in at night or a family in crisis. | think this grant helps to alleviate some of that
pressure.”

NS J

Even with support and sacrifice from staff—as is the case with driving students, pitching in money to get
documents, meeting emotional and physical needs, and other tasks that go above and beyond typical school
employee involvement—smaller rural schools cannot provide as much to students.

~ ’,@: FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“We have about 20% not living with biological parents. Some in foster care but it tends to be more
informal; just living with whoever can take care of them. We even have staff members that will house
students temporarily. Poverty is the problem.”

N J

Schools that are less isolated and located in more populated towns have better wraparound services and
other college/career readiness resources. \While GEAR UP clearly fulfilled needs for all schools, it filled a
wider gap and made the most impact on smaller schools where there are no other resources.
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~ :,@: FOCUS GROUP QUOTES )

“I don’t know how we would be able to provide the advisory that the coordinator] provides: the extra
one-on-one, the extra assistance, the field trips, all of it. If that were to fall back to my plate or back on
the other staff plate because we lost that position or role, something else would fall off. There is just so

much time in the day.”

The students from smaller schools tended to be more amazed that they had been able to attend college
and cited more specific GEAR UP services when asked about impactful services and programs. Those in
the slightly larger schools cited the importance of their GEAR UP coordinator but also seemed more likely
to have parental support. Some students even chose not to go to college despite having the means to do so
from the larger schools, which was not the case with the more rural, isolated schools.

~ =)=~ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES R

“I just chose not to [go to college]. It was in my budget and my parents were telling me to go. | even
applied, | got accepted. | looked at degrees. | thought about engineering degrees. | had opportunities and
it just didn’t seem appealing to me. Why move across the state and stay in the dorm and go to school 8
hours a day like | have been when | obviously wasn’t enjoying it in high school? | can go find something
I want to do and get paid for it without grueling through another four years or maybe six or more
depending on whatever degree | got and then can only do certain things because of the degree.”

GEAR UP Services:

Educators were asked what their schools do to help
students complete the FAFSA. The answers varied
across schools and included FASFA nights to get par-
ents in the schools and set up their IDs, FAFSA services
tacked onto family nights, catch students in computer
labs to sit and fill it out, and a required digital scavenger
hunt so students find info, not just hear it from coun-
selors, helping to combat some skepticism (especially
those weary of “big brother” and unwilling to give SSN)
and lack of financial literacy.
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~ =)~ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES N

“Financial literacy in general is lacking in the entire culture, both kids and parents. Just having someone
repeatedly saying that they trust explain it again and push student scholarships and grants. Make it a
party to get students to apply to scholarships.”

“There are a lot of misnomers around the financial piece. That would be another benefit of the family
support center [because] either parents think that it’s going to cost a lot more than it actually is and
aren’t aware of a lot of the support services until we get them in and go through all that, or unfortunately
we get a lot of kids that feel like they’re putting a financial burden on their family.”

\- J

Students were asked what FAFSA events/services were most helpful. They cited FAFSA nights with col-
lege/career center staff and GEAR UP coordinators as helpful for gaining information if they did not have
prior knowledge of it. Reminders and help from coordinators and school staff, especially teachers, were
instrumental in students actually completing the FAFSA, especially if challenge arose.

={)= FOCUS GROUP QUOTES

“It was helpful being yelled at about FAFSA and financial aid all the time and also getting help with filing
for financial aid.”

Students were asked what services were most impactful and helped to most prepare them for postsec-
ondary plans. The most common answer included college visits. Several students cited these visits as the
primary reason they chose their path to a 2-year trade program or 4-year degree program.

e :,@: FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~N

“I'm very passionate about this because if | didn’t have this GEAR UP trip specifically, | would not have
gone to where I'm going. | go to [where] we took a tour in 2022.”

“Having a lot of like resources and options to get an insight into the schools really helped me kind
of come up with the decision [and] know if this is what | wanted to do. | wondered if they had what
| wanted to do and it was a really good resource to kind of just get the inside of the school [on a
community college tour trip].”

“I feel like going [to visit a bunch of different colleges] kind of made me actually want to go back to
school.”

- J
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A majority of students also claimed that having consistent GEAR UP advisors through the years aided
in their decision-making around postsecondary education and feeling prepared for the path they chose.

~ ’,@c FOCUS GROUP QUOTES N

“I think it was really important that we kind of grew up with our GEAR UP advisors for a good six years.
Even before all the college stuff, we had built those relationships up really well and it was so much easier
to be so open with like, ‘I don’t know where | want to go to college or I'm struggling with this’ You didn’t
feel like you were talking to a teacher and it was more of a peer/friend or someone who would support
you and you knew that in your mind.”

“Being able to be in their office every day whenever | want really helped because it was really a safe
space for me. It helped me as a student because it helped build my character. | can talk to them about
anything—school work and then home life and stuff—and them just being there for me actually really
helped me and shaped me as a person.”

N J

Often, the reminders of deadlines from these trusted adults were useful.

~ =~ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“[It was helpful] just having someone to inherently bully me into doing stuff because | wouldn’t remember
to do it otherwise.”

“Something that was helpful for me was getting information through assemblies that GEAR UP would
hold for our school. They just told us about what was happening, what’s going on, what we gotta do, and
[what to] be prepared for.”

N J

Other services briefly referenced in students’ answers included school spirit that encouraged postsecond-
ary education, business week that taught practical life skills, community service/volunteering opportunities
that opened new perspectives on the world, GEAR UP staff to talk to for emotional support, and teachers,
especially those incorporating “real-life” lessons and application of curriculum. Separate from GEAR UP,
some students felt that having a job in high school helped prepare them for after high school. Some athletes
also felt that was preparatory. These two had less time to attend GEAR UP services due to the time de-
mands of work and extracurriculars, yet echoed sentiments of students that real-life skills gleaned from the
school and GEAR UP were most helpful regardless of any path they chose after high school.

:,QF FOCUS GROUP QUOTES

“I had sports and stuff going on so | couldn’t go. | did go twice [on college visits] to the STEM days. That
was pretty fun. It was pretty interesting to see all the stuff that they do up there.”

WAGU Program Evaluation

33



Educators were asked what services were most impactful and echoed the importance of the “real-life
skills” services that sparked student enthusiasm and the demand for meeting social/emotional needs of stu-
dents through one-on-one time with coordinators. This is evident through the popularity of “adulting days”,
parent engagement dinners, and individual and group student meetings with coordinators/advisors about
how they are doing and what their future plans are.

The most prominent service in the eyes of educators were field trips, especially college visits. As dis-
cussed previously, this has the power to change students’ trajectories after high school through exposure
to a world greater than that they know, especially for isolated rural students. This is a critical aspect of a
strong college-going culture in these small schools. College access services in general are some of the most
influential GEAR UP services in these schools.

/ /,Q\\ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“We need field trips so that [students] can start to see something else. See careers that come from
a passion for science or that come from art. [We] go see a Shakespeare play so are they going to get
something in the arts but they’re also going to eat in a restaurant that can seat more than 10 people and
they’re going to see what it is to be in food service when you have more than 2 customers at a time.”

- J

Educators claimed that tutoring was a major service that could not be provided without GEAR UP and is
critical for the academic success of students, alongside extra school supplies for more effective teaching
and programming. Some educators touched on a popular college and career fair that attracts students and
families from surrounding schools and FAFSA nights to help with the actionable aspect of preparing for
college application and enrollment. All of that being said, educators emphasized that coordinator access is
critical, likely the most important aspect of GEAR UP.

/ /,Q\\ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“[Having] a dedicated career and college advisor role is supremely valuable.”

“A lot of other areas lack hope but there’s something even more so about it here. You don’t have that key
figure or someone guiding you to say, ‘there’s this all these things out there.’ That’s the one critical piece
is having that mentor who can show you the way. Our kids don’t have that [without GEAR UP].”

- J

Educators saw a significant shift in their school when students knew, recognized, and respected the
GEAR UP staff, knowing they could come to them with any questions orissues, as well as truly aiding in their
postsecondary plans regardless of whether they want to go to college or not, despite perception of 4-year
college as what GEAR UP promotes.
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~ =)~ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“I can’t tell you how many kids tell me that they’re going to college and | ask ‘Why?’ and they’re shocked.
They think that I'm pushing college. | mean, what field do you want to go into? They don’t have [any idea

m

of a path] in these higher channels but they know to say “hey I'm going to college’

- J

When asked what services they would keep going forward, the answer tended to be “all of them”. Ed-
ucators seem to be well aware of the benefits that GEAR UP provides to the students in the schools they
serve in. That being said, some educators cited “adulting day’—how to cook food in a dorm, change a tire,
budget, laundry, leave the nest, etc.—as particularly popular among students and helpful. The educators did
not claim any of the services to be less impactful when directly asked about it, although they did seem to
have varying opinions and disagreements on the professional development offered.

Professional Development:

Educators were asked, “What professional development
do you need in your school?” and responses tended to fall
into one of four categories: College and Career Path Guid-
ance, Poverty and Cultural Sensitivity Training, Classroom
Tools and Skills, and Collective Knowledge.

College and Career Path Guidance was recommended in
five instances during the educator focus groups. Educators
believed that understanding all career pathways and how
to get there would better prepare educators in aiding stu-
dents with plans for their future. It was recommended to
provide PD around job and career pathways from a coun-
selor’s perspective - how to guide kids through the path
they want (college, certain trades, etc.) in better detail—so
that these can be included in advising and guidance.

- ?,QF FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“Historically, the counselors at the high school level don’t know all the pieces of Running Start (dual
credit) and so if a student does choose running start, they aren’t schooled in that math. Kids are taking
these wimpy math classes [including math for environmentalists online].”

“The counselors are telling us what you need to get out of high school [but not what is needed for the
desired academic and career path].”
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Helping counselors, GEAR UP coordinators, and teachers understand basic paths and what is needed for
what a student may have questions about or is interested in will help in planning and making decisions.
This also gives educators more knowledge of postsecondary opportunities to expose students to through
advisory services, conversations in the classroom, and at GEAR UP programs/events. Suggestions of how
to do this included industry shadowing opportunities for educators to better understand trades and have
contacts and experience to help students get there.

Poverty and Cultural Sensitivity Training was suggested during three instances in the educator focus groups.
With the increased mental health issues and needs of students, several educators pointed out a need to be
prepared to deal with the behavioral issues and social-emotional aspects of student development.

?,QF FOCUS GROUP QUOTES

“The first group [in GEAR UP] came to [the coordinator] with more academic issues whereas this second
group came with more social-emotional needs. The population is changing.”

Poverty training came up often, with some people recommending behavioral issue training and under-
standing effects of trauma. Namely, this is so teachers can better know the struggles of students and how
to engage appropriately and with sensitivity, as well as understand the unique needs of their student pop-
ulation. It sounded as if one educator had been exposed to this PD before and saw its helpfulness in their
own previous bias as well as a need for it among educators at high-poverty, high-trauma schools.

?,@F FOCUS GROUP QUOTES

“Generational trauma information helped [me] a lot for understanding kids’ behaviors a lot better. We
have to look at that differently. That’s part of who they are.”

Additionally, educators at schools with high minority populations—such as racial minority groups—sug-
gested cultural sensitivity training to better connect with students and understand them. They expressed
a desire to serve students better, which is clearly most successful through the development of trusting rela-
tionships between students/families and educators.

That being said, there was a bit of disagreement about this. Several educators believed that the more men-

tal-health oriented and social-emotional aspects of PD should be reserved for those it is most applicable to,
namely guidance counselors.
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“I don'’t care for all of the mental health stuff. | know it is important, but it needs to be left to
professionals. We need to deal with graduation. Watching a 2-hour webinar is stuff | take directly to kids.
The mental health | don’t qualify for.”

NS J

After some conversation and debate in the focus group, some educators conceded and could see the
benefit of understanding student behavior. These educators likely would not elect to attend or promote
such PD, representing a group of educators, especially teachers, who have too much on their plate to feel
particularly concerned about this area of PD. They expressed preference for more of the hands-on, teach-
er-oriented PD that educates on classroom tools that can be utilized (as teachers) and/or taken back to the
school and shared as effective tools (as administrators and coordinators).

Classroom Tools and Skills were requested by a few educators. Without prompting, they touched on the
helpfulness of previous professional development centered around educational improvement and effective
teaching methods. Educators want PD for teachers that shed knowledge on what's the “latest and greatest”
in terms of effective teaching. Educational speakers can shed light into new developments in teaching meth-
ods—especially in a post-pandemic world—and increasing student engagement in the classroom.

~ ’,@c FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“Professional development for our teachers to know what’s the latest and greatest having those things
that we can talk to kids about. | have an experience sitting through a session just all excited [about] Al in
the classroom. We know we have it [so] let’s learn to use it.”

NS J

Collective Knowledge was an aspect of professional development that educators seem to think is missing.
Not all teachers can access PD since it is hard to take days off with little to no substitute teachers at some
schools. Virtual webinars or PD at the school would be helpful, although there would still be the issue of
time and classroom monitoring.

~ /,Q\\ FOCUS GROUP QUOTES ~

“Professional development [on] bringing info back from conferences; more structure to get this to benefit
everyone. Have exposure for teachers since they also do not get out of the valley much. Not much is
close which is difficult and there aren’t really subs for teachers to get away and take a day off. Maybe
webinars or bringing something in.”

NS J
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Additionally, several educators expressed a desire for a way to disseminate information gleaned from
conferences to other educators throughout the school. They recommended a more formal documentation
system or synthetization and distribution of information in order for PD to benefit everyone.

Furthermore, educators expressed delight at getting to collaborate with other schools to learn from each
other. They would like more opportunities to come together with other GEAR UP schools to discuss what is
working or not and develop more collective knowledge.

Z,QF FOCUS GROUP QUOTES

“The workshops we have, they give us time to talk with others which is crucial. | learn more at lunch and
breaks than in education. | get so many ideas from other people.”
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Recommendations

Recommendation #1

The next Washington GEAR UP grant should consider implementing a priority model of the
grant. Without prompting, all schools who had the cohort model had criticism of it and recom-
mended a priority model instead. This was mostly due to equity concerns among students, as
well as broader impact and prioritization of developmental needs.

“There’s nobody else out there [in our community] doing [the work of GEAR UP] so the cohort
that gets it, gets it, and we're not getting that to our other students. As much as we'd like to make
that sustainable in that way, we need that support to keep that up.”

“Cohort was not great; one grade got all of the benefits. Only they got to participate.”
Priority schools either did not mention the difference or told of the benefits it had, such as
engaging more students through sibling involvement and knowledge passed down as several

family members moved through being served by GEAR UP.

“I think they need more help for guidance towards the end here in their high school years.”

Recommendation #2

Prioritize relationship-building across GEAR UP personnel and services. Students and educa-
tors perceived the relationship-building and trust to be the foundation of GEAR UP’s success,
especially when considering the advising piece of planning for postsecondary plans as well as
overcoming many of the prominent barriers that students in rural Washington face. There is
great value in and need for having relationships in the transition from middle school to high
school and high school to college.

“What if colleges and universities locally had a GEAR-UP-associated person there...so that they
know what kids are coming in [and] have been nurtured through GEAR UP. We bring graduates
back and we're we always talking about open door, but | mean year-to-year, you're on to the
next [group of students]. We hand off kids that we love and then it’s like, ‘well now it's someone
else’s turn to help them through it’ and that usually falls on the family. If there isn’t that support
at that next step in their life, that'’s a gap.”
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Recommendation #3

Provide extra support to the smaller, rural schools and 2-year colleges. Sharing staff across
middle and high school, as well as having staff pop into local community colleges to check up
on previous GEAR UP students, is a way to help support students through transition. This also
lends to the benefits of a priority model grant, as more students are served and can be aided at
critical times of development and transition.

“What isn’t working maybe is continuing on with first year college students, as more should be
done to keep in contact and provide support. Build[ing] more relationships and get[ting] more
services through college partnerships would be good.”

Recommendation #4

Address major barriers to postsecondary education by providing transportation support to
students. Several focus groups had an educator describe the value of getting a van.

“We have all been asking for years to get our own van! Could even put GEAR UP all over it.”

“Vans are currently shared between schools for athletics. Systems are already developed for use
and liability but having a dedicated van just for GEAR UP would be awesome and so useful.”

“You can'’t find bus drivers, so we don’t have bus drivers for field trips or college visits. Vans do
not require a CDL license like buses do.”

The van was thought to be instrumentally helpful in organizing field trips which educators see
as critical for student development and consideration of postsecondary opportunities.

“I'll never forget the trip driving down we went through our nearest town and a student says “I've
never been past here’. I've never seen a kid [like that] with her face in that window taking pic-
tures of different areas that she'd never been. So important to see around.”
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Recommendation #5

Expand counselor capacity and professional development to support students’ social-emo-
tional and career and college informational needs. \With the perceived increase of social-emo-
tional needs of students and mental health crises, as well as lack of knowledge of college and
career options, educators cited the need for investing in counselors. They desire greater capac-
ity and PD around mental health and career planning that goes beyond just crisis management
which is seen as the primary issue taking up all of the existing counselors’ time.

“We used to do [individual counseling]. We had two times a year every student will outline [a
plan] and things like that. Post-COVID, that hasn’t happened. [Our counselors] are all new. Two
of them come from a more mental health side background which is actually really nice but what

happens is they do a lot of crisis counseling. It is crisis counseling almost every day.”

“We have a lot of mental health needs and not enough services for that.”
“I definitely know that historically too, the counselors at the high school level don’t know all the

pieces of the Running Start [dual credit program] part and so if a student does choose running
start, they aren’t schooled in that math [needed for 4-year degrees].”

Recommendation #6

Use communication strategies to continuously deliver college and career information to stu-
dents so that it is not dropped when in “crisis mode.” One of the greatest barriers to college
and lack of information among students and families is related to the perceived cost and af-
fordability of college. In a 2021-2022 student survey, over half of students did not know there
was a WAGU website and even more did not access it. We recommend developing a robust
communication campaign around financial aid and the affordability of college, targeting both
students and their families. Finances and affordability were indicated in the survey as prevalent
obstacles to students pursuing postsecondary education. When students have a greater un-
derstanding of available aid, they are encouraged to engage in other college-going behaviors,
including increased academic performance.® Across all WAGU seniors, those who believe that
they can afford college show 44.5% more seniors planning to continue their education, com-
pared to those who do not think they can afford college.

g Perna, L. W., & Steele, P. (2011). The role of context in understanding the contributions of financial aid to college opportunity. Teachers College
Record, 113(5), 895-933.
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Recommendation #7

Implement capacity-driven solutions, especially with staffing. Capacity is a critical aspect of
implementing programming, relieving some work from counselors to more effectively serve stu-
dents, and build the relationships that create the foundation of successful student outcomes.
This is especially pertinent in the smaller, more isolated schools, as they have fewer services/
opportunities/resources which GEAR UP filled a larger gap at compared to larger schools. Con-
sideration for schools to serve may include looking at what resources are available outside of
GEAR UP and the means to implement services that are not available from other local partners
and national organizations already in the school(s).

Recommendation #8

Use college-going culture information. Planning GEAR UP programming and services around
these components will help to improve student postsecondary outcomes, as research shows
that the greatest predictor of college success is teachers’ and students’ indications of a col-
lege-going culture in their school .*

% Corwin, Z., Maruco, T., Bernstein, S., Galan, C. & Rocha, C. (2018). College-going Culture in a Digital Era: Strategies for Schools. Los Angeles:
University of Southern California, Pullias Center for Higher Education.
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Appendix 1 - Focus Group Protocol: Former GEAR UP
Students

October/November 2023

Background:

Page, L.C., & Scott-Clayton, J.E. (2016). Improving College Access in the United States: Barriers
and Policy Responses. Economics of Education Review, 51, 4-22. https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.econ-
edurev.2016.02.009

Redden, E. (2022, January 11). Perceptions of Affordability. Inside Higher Ed. https:/www.inside-
highered.com/news/2022/01/12/study-high-schoolers-perceptions-affordability-matter

Interviewer:

1. Thank everyone for participation. Introduce yourself and explain your role in Vela Institute,
“Thank you for your participation in this focus group. My name is . Iwork with
Vela Institute and we have been asked to perform an overall evaluation of the GEAR UP grant.
Today | hope to hear from you all about the success and challenges of implementing the GEAR
UP grant in your high school so the GEAR UP staff can learn new and better ways to implement
the grant and serve students in the future.

2. Confidentiality, “Participation in this focus group is voluntary and you may leave at any time. Our
Confidentiality policy at Vela states that everything you share today is confidential. If anything
you say here is shared in a report, it will be anonymous- meaning we will not include the school
or your name.”

3. Iwill be recording this so | can go back and listen to themes, common responses, and highlights.

4. Does everyone understand the purpose of this Focus Group? Do you all give consent? Do you
all give consent to be recorded?

Questions:

1. Thinking back to when you were in high school, what plans and goals did you have after high
school and why was this goal important to you?
a. Probing for plans: Unsure, Workforce, Military, College (2-year or 4-year), Career, Life Cir-

cumstances (e.g., having a family, being healthy, playing sports, etc.)

2. How did you make that decision?
a. Probing for info on decision-making process
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10.

11.

How did you make the decision on where to go to college? Who or what helped (or didn't help)
you? If you were unsure about going to college what convinced you? What types of characteris-
tics appealed to you in a college?

a.  Probing for variables in the decision-making process

Do you feel you were prepared for college?
a. Probing for student’s perception of their preparedness for college, both academic and
socially

What helped most to prepare you?
a. Probing for services or activities students connected with in HS for prep in college

Did you get the message that college is important to your future? How?
a. Probing for communication or strategies teachers/advisors/mentors use that work to con-
vey the importance of college

What GEAR UP services were helpful? Financial aid application assistance, college application
assistance, career path identification/exploration and scholarships....
a. Other experiences that helped prepare you for college?

What would you recommend for incoming college students?
a. Probing for confirmation of services that helped prepare for college

When you were applying to college, did you think you could afford the cost of college? Were

you aware of how much college costs per year for a 2- or 4-year college? Do you consider col-

lege affordable for you now that you are enrolled? Why or why not?

a. Probing for student’s knowledge of actual cost of college and perception of college afford-
ability

A financial investment is taking action to invest money for future profit. Do you consider going

to college to be a financial investment? Why or why not? What type of financial return do you

think you will get after going to college?

a. Probing for student’s ability to think about college as an investment with a return on in-
vestment

What is your confidence of completing this year or your degree?
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Appendix 2 - Focus Group Protocol: Educators, School
Personnel, and Stakeholders

October/November 2023

Background:

Page, L.C., & Scott-Clayton, J.E. (2016). Improving College Access in the United States: Barriers
and Policy Responses. Economics of Education Review, 51, 4-22. https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.econ-
edurev.2016.02.009

Redden, E. (2022, January 11). Perceptions of Affordability. Inside Higher Ed. https:/www.inside-
highered.com/news/2022/01/12/study-high-schoolers-perceptions-affordability-matter

Interviewer:

1. Thank everyone for participation. Introduce yourself and explain your role in Vela Institute,
“Thank you for your participation in this focus group. My name is . work
with Vela Institute and we have been asked to perform an overall evaluation of the GEAR UP
grant. Today | hope to hear from you all about the success and challenges of implementing the
GEAR UP grant in your high school so the GEAR UP staff can learn new and better ways to im-
plement the grant and serve students in the future.

2. Confidentiality, “Participation in this focus group is voluntary and you may leave at any time. Our
Confidentiality policy at Vela states that everything you share today is confidential. If anything
you say here is shared in a report, it will be anonymous- meaning we will not include the school
or your name.”

3. Iwill be recording this so | can go back and listen to themes, common responses, and highlights.
4. Does everyone understand the purpose of this Focus Group? Do you all give consent? Do you
all give consent to be recorded?

Questions:

Aspirations

1. What plans and goals do your students have after high school?
a. Probing for perceptions of students and their goals
b. What percentage of students do you think will go on to some type of postsecondary ed (2
or 4 year)?
i.  Probing for school personnel expectations
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Providing support

2. What barriers do you know or perceive students’ face in achieving their postsecondary plans?
a. Probing for possible barriers: Economic/Financial, Academic, Situational/Informational,
Social/cultural

3. Where do students need the most help? Why?
a. Aspirations/intent
b. Planning
c. Taking action

4. How do you help students as they face these barriers? Who is doing this work? Who will do
this work after GEAR UP?
a. Probing for school personnel responsible for supporting students to go to college

5. Do you have the training necessary to provide the support students need?
a. Probing for perceptions of school personnel role and if they feel prepared

6. Do you have time to support students to achieve their plans after high school? Are there other
resources available to students i.e. TRiIO, GEAR UP, College Advising Corps...
a. Probing for adequate allocation of resources in schools

7. What does your school do to help students complete the FAFSA? Any direct assistance for
parents? Do you access the WSAC 12th Year resources or training? Do you have WSAC 12th
Year staff help with your events?

a. Probing for knowledge of FAFSA, supports in place to help students and parents

GEAR UP

8. Do you know what GEAR UP is and it's purpose?
a. Probing for perception and understanding of GEAR UP

9. Did your school’s college going culture shift as a result of GEAR UP? Give me some examples.
a. Probing for what it means to have a college going culture
b. Probing for communication or strategies to be used in the future

10. What services or programs were most effective? What makes you say that? How do you
know?

a. Probing for services or activities that made an impact

11. Are there any strategies or services you will continue as a result of GEAR UP?
a. Probing for sustainable services
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Recommendations

12.

13.

14.

What resources do you wish you had to better help students in achieving their postsecondary
goals?

What recommendations do you have for fellow counselors, school and district leaders, and/

pr policy makers to help increase the number of students who achieve their postsecondary
plans?

What professional development do you need in your school?
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Appendix 3 - Student responses to the question, “What
would you recommend for incoming college students [or
high school seniors]?”

“Don’t just take easy classes and electives senior year, as you lose skills in harder classes.”
“Don’t be afraid to ask for help.”
“Apply for FAFSA.”
“Don’t be afraid of taking out loans.”
“Consider leaving home. Explore further options.”
“Focus on what YOU want [and] what makes you or will make you happy.”
“Take care of yourself and your mental health.”
“Have a plan.”
“Be flexible with your plan and open to all options.”
“Be smart about career path and financial decisions; work towards goals.”
“Take initiative.”

“Relax. Take it easy. Don'’t stress. Think smartly and don’t make stupid financial decisions.”

“Be smart and confident in what you want to do. It’s an investment.”
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