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Executive Summary

Now in its fifth year of program implementation, the Texas Gaining Early Access to
Undergraduate Programs (GEAR UP): Beyond Grad program (referred to as “GEAR UP” in this
report) made important progress during the 2022—-23 school year to support college and career
readiness for students from low-income schools in Texas. Even so, in Year 5, challenges with
teacher and counselor staffing were a prominent barrier in programming and services.

Program Overview

GEAR UP provides targeted services to a grade-specific primary cohort of students who were in
Grade 7 during the 2018-19 school year (i.e., the class of 2024) through their first year of
postsecondary education (i.e., through the 2024—-25 academic year). GEAR UP also provides
basic services to a priority cohort consisting of all other students in Grades 9-12 attending
participating high schools in the grantee districts during each year of the 7-year grant (i.e., from
school years 2018-19 to 2024-25). The core strategies conceptualized in GEAR UP to close
the college achievement gap include increasing academic rigor, preparing middle school
students, expanding college and career advising and resources for high school students,
leveraging technology to expand advising capacity, and developing local alliances (the full
description of GEAR UP strategies is listed in Appendix A).

The Texas Education Agency (TEA) is working with six Texas independent school districts
(ISDs) in West Texas, Southeast Texas, and the Coastal Bend to implement a range of services
aligned with these core strategies to class of 2024 and priority cohort students. These services
include comprehensive individualized college and career counseling, college visits, and
opportunities to participate in an academic enrichment or college exploration summer program,
among other services. Parents/guardians of class of 2024 and priority cohort students also have
access to individualized college and career counseling and a variety of parent
workshops/events. In addition, teachers and personnel at GEAR UP campuses have access to
professional development (PD) to improve academic rigor and college and career counseling
services.

To implement the programs and services, TEA has partnered with several organizations. In
Year 5, TEA partnered with two non-profit organizations—CFES Brilliant Pathways and Advise
TX—to implement college and career counseling/advising services at the high school level.1?
Advise TX served four of the six participating districts and CFES Brilliant Pathways served the
remaining two districts and provided at least one full-time advisor to serve each GEAR UP high

! Founded initially as College For Every Student, the organization changed its name in 2018 to CFES
Brilliant Pathways to better reflect its expanded mission to support students in both college and career.
2In Years 1-4, TEA additionally partnered with a third organization, College Advising Corps (CAC), to
provide college and career counseling/advising services.
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school. TEA also partnered with TNTP, a non-profit organization, to implement various PD
components of the grant.®

Evaluation of Texas GEAR UP: Beyond Grad

This report presents findings from the implementation study during the fifth year—school year
2022-23 (Year 5)—when the class of 2024 students were in Grade 11 and the priority cohort
students were in Grade 9, Grade 10, and Grade 12. Findings were derived from data collected
via stakeholder surveys, virtual site visits, and telephone interviews (see Appendix B for full
methodological details). The report highlights how GEAR UP is being implemented, promising
practices, how the program is being sustained and what activities should be sustained, and how
program activities are being scaled across the state (see Appendix B for the list of evaluation
guestions used to guide the implementation study).

Key Findings

Due to the low numbers of parent respondents and particular groups of respondents (e.g.,
counselors participating in Texas OnCourse, students indicating their plans to complete Algebra
Il in the upcoming year) interpretation of these results should be considered cautiously.
Additionally, in Year 5, more students participated in the student survey than in Year 4. As these
groups of students may be different, longitudinal results should be interpreted with caution as
well.

e Academic preparedness among students. Personnel survey respondents generally
perceived students were Somewhat Prepared to take advanced courses. Site visit
participants said that students who completed Algebra | in Grade 8 were more prepared
for high school-level mathematics courses upon entry into high school compared to
those students who did not complete Algebra | in Grade 8. Key challenges with
academic initiatives across the participating districts focused on barriers related to
staffing and teacher shortages.

e Tutoring opportunities offered to students. Across all subjects, student survey
respondents reported mainly participating in after-school tutoring, with tutoring for
mathematics courses being the most prominent subject reported by students. While the
majority of students who reported participating in tutoring found it to be helpful, site visit
participants said that due to some students’ family responsibilities, participating in after-
school tutoring was a challenge as students sought to balance their academic and family
needs.

e Test preparation support. The majority of students who reported participating in SAT,
ACT, or the Texas Success Initiative Assessment (TSIA) test preparation activities
reported the test preparation helped them prepare for college entrance exams. Class of
2024 parent respondents were more familiar with college entrance exams and where to

3 Founded originally as The New Teacher Project (TNTP) in 1997, TNTP is an organization that helps
educators improve effectiveness in classroom teaching. The organization changed its name to simply
TNTP after its mission expanded beyond serving new teachers.
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find test preparation resources compared to priority cohort Grade 10 and Grade 12
parents.

Advising services. As students progressed through high school, topics discussed in
one-on-one advising transitioned from student’s grades and course selection to include
more postsecondary-education-related topics such as college applications and college
plans or interests. Students reported being Satisfied with their advising sessions. As in
past years, among students and parents who did not participate in one-on-one advising,
the most common reason for not participating was a lack of awareness that the meetings
were offered.

College and career readiness activities. College visits, college and career fairs,
summer programming, and work-based learning activities continued to be offered in
Year 5. Overall, student and parent survey respondents and site visit participants were
generally Satisfied with each of the activities in which they participated. Participants
noted that challenges with staffing the non-profit advisor position within the district,
transportation for off-site activities, and a lack of availability of college tours at trade
schools affected the districts’ abilities to implement programming in Year 5. Across the
college and career exploration initiatives, students and parents reported the most
common reason they did not participate was that they were unaware the activity was
being offered.

Parent activities. Parent events mainly focused on Free Application for Federal Student
Aid (FAFSA) completion, different types of college options, and the availability of college
and career advising, as reported by site visit participants and/or survey respondents. As
with other college and career exploration initiatives, parent survey respondents cited a
lack of awareness about family events being offered as the primary reason for not
participating.

PD and vertical teaming initiatives. TNTP provided individualized support to districts,
with a specific focus on academic rigor. In Year 5, TNTP’s PD strategy shifted to a
systems-based approach. Overall, personnel survey respondents had positive
perceptions of the PD and coaching/mentoring they received. Respondents Agreed the
PD provided strategies that increased rigor and were easy to implement. Respondents
also Agreed the coaching/mentoring helped them to increase the rigor in their courses.
Alternatively, while participants generally Agreed that the vertical teaming they
participated in helped to align curriculum and reduce the need for remediation at the
postsecondary level, 13% of respondents disagreed with this notion.

Sustainability initiatives. Participating districts reported efforts to sustain GEAR UP
initiatives for the follow-on cohort in middle schools, specifically focusing on continuing to
offer Algebra | in Grade 8 and providing individual advising. Although site visit
participants reported offering these initiatives, some initiatives were adapted to support
sustainability, such as broadening the scope of individual advising or using a different
college and career course curriculum.

Statewide financial aid initiatives. The Texas law that went into effect in the 2020-21
school year required Grade 12 students to complete a FAFSA, a Texas Application for
State Financial Aid (TASFA), or an opt-out form in order to graduate from high school.
The most widely used resources to support completion of this requirement, as reported
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by district respondents to a statewide survey administered by ICF, were the Federal
Student Aid website and the ApplyTexas Counselor Suite. Respondents were generally
satisfied with the financial aid resources they used in the 2022-23 school year.
Participants noted the need for additional resources for families in other languages,
particularly Spanish, and resources for parents and families to address concerns
regarding sharing their income tax information.

Grant implementation support. TEA and TNTP supported implementation of GEAR
UP through the continued facilitation of monthly progress monitoring meetings with
GEAR UP coordinators and improved data tracking with the implementation of a new
data management system, CoPilot. Coordinators emphasized the helpfulness and
flexibility of CoPilot staff during the implementation of the new system.

Promising Practices

The evaluation team identified several promising practices implemented by districts in Year 5 in
alignment with GEAR UP core strategies:

2
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Provide preparatory tests during school days to increase participation. A District 6
coordinator shared that this year SAT preparatory tests were offered during in-school
days to increase access to preparation activities. The coordinator noted that SAT
preparatory tests were offered on Saturdays in previous years, which contributed to low
student participation.

Leverage vertical teaming to improve academic rigor. District 2 staff said that they
leveraged vertical teams to improve academic rigor in their coursework, specifically in
mathematics. As a result of vertical teaming, participating mathematics teachers
reported they saw increased alignment across middle and high schools and improved
rigor in middle school mathematics coursework.

Use interactive learning techniques to engage students. The non-profit advisor
serving District 2 described “one of the [students’] favorite” activities was college and
career bingo, where the advisor would call out definitions and students had to find the
associated word on their board, and then the class would engage in a discussion on the
term. The advisor used college and career paraphernalia as prizes for students. The
advisor said the students “really enjoyed [the activity], and I think it helped them to grasp
the content of what | was talking about. | did that on all grade levels, but had different
discussion at the grade levels.” Class of 2024 student participants also described the
activity as “fun.”

Meet parents “where they are” in advising to establish trust. The non-profit advisor
from District 2 described the importance of meeting families where they are to establish
trust. The advisor mentioned sharing their own background as a first-generation college
student with parents: “| was first generation. | told [families] that my parents weren't able
to help me. It's fortunate that I'm available to help them. I tell them they can ask me any
questions, email me, text me at any time. I'm open to them, their needs, and concerns.”
Break up FAFSA nights into multiple events to scaffold completion. To make
completing the FAFSA less challenging for families, Districts 1 and 2 offered a series of
events to help families complete the FAFSA, each focused on a different aspect of
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completion such as creating their account or completing student sections first before
transitioning to parent-based events.

Use “data walks” to provide feedback to teachers and inform their coaching and
mentoring sessions. A District 2 site visit participant reported the district employed
“data walks” to provide teachers with constructive feedback following classroom
observations. Administrators observed classrooms using phones and Google tablets to
record perceptions and feedback. After observations, teachers participated in a post-
conference and received a PDF copy of the report showcasing areas of needed
improvement that informed their coaching and mentoring sessions.

Invite alumni to vertical alignment discussions to identify areas of growth for
increased college readiness. Alumni from Districts 2 and 3 were invited to participate
in vertical alignment teams to share their feedback on how prepared they were for
college and career as well as to highlight areas of improvement for the districts.
Participating alumni shared the need for increased consistency of expectations from
middle to high school along with additional focus on rigor, time management, notetaking,
and other writing skills.

Continue to offer Algebra |l in Grade 8. Site visit and/or phone interview participants
from Districts 1, 3, and 4 noted the benefits of continuing to offer Algebra | in Grade 8,
such as providing students with more flexibility in their schedules in high school for other
courses of interest and preparing them for high school-level mathematics courses upon
entry into high school.

Offer financial aid information at every school event to support increased access
to information and resources for parents. The District 3 coordinator said that they
always had financial aid information at every event, regardless of targeted grade or
event type, such as dual credit nights or student art fairs. Every opportunity to engage
with families was viewed as an opportunity to share college- and career-related
resources because many families had students in multiple grades. The coordinator used
the initial event to spark conversations with parents and then provided additional
financial aid information if applicable.

Recommendations

The evaluation team identified several recommendations for TEA to consider in future GEAR
UP grant implementation and the implementation of similar programming:
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Provide support for establishing alignment with advanced courses and state
standards, especially for those offered in a virtual setting. Additional resources and
support to ensure alignment between new advanced course programs or curricula for
participating districts may increase rigor in advanced courses. For example, one district
utilized an online program to overcome barriers with staffing advanced courses;
however, they expressed additional needs for standardization across the teachers and
with state standards.

Expand opportunities for students to learn about and understand the
requirements and expectations of participating in dual credit courses. While some
districts acknowledged the benefits of dual credit opportunities, there were still concerns
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that students may not be prepared for—or understand—the benefits of such courses.
Emphasizing the expectations of students in dual credit courses along with the benefits
of enrollment may support increased success among participating students.

e Leverage existing opportunities for in-class tutoring. As site visit participants
emphasized that students’ competing priorities (e.g., childcare, part-time job) conflicted
with after-school tutoring opportunities, leveraging existing opportunities during the
school day and expanding them to include tutoring services may increase access to
those students for whom after-school offerings are not feasible. For example, site visit
participants from one district described having allocated time within school hours for test
preparation.

o Prepare new teachers for a successful year through a New Teacher Academy. As
teacher shortages and staffing concerns were prominent challenges across districts in
Year 5, continuing to offer supports focused on classroom management skills and how
to establish and maintain rigorous instruction, such as through TNTP’s New Teacher
Academy, would help ensure new and/or interim teachers were supported, especially
non-certified Interim Assignment Teachers.

e Increase awareness among district teachers and administrators of the definition
of academic rigor. TNTP should consider collaborating with the districts to establish a
plan for how district administrators will support a shared understanding of academic rigor
across teachers and staff. While TNTP provided participating districts with an overview
and definition of academic rigor, site visit participants did not appear to be aware of the
shared definition. TNTP recognized that this conceptualization of academic rigor may not
have trickled down to teachers or staff within the districts.

¢ Increase communication and collaboration between non-profit advisors and
district teachers and staff. Personnel survey respondents emphasized the need for
improved communication with non-profit advisors, specifically regarding identifying an
appropriate time for advising and college and career activities based on course and
testing schedules.

e Expand training and resources available to counselors and administrators on
components related to allocating their work time. Participating counselors discussed
the need for more information regarding the Texas Education Code (TEC) § 33.006
relating to the use of public school counselor’s work time. 4 Counselors believed there
were still duties they were responsible for that, from their assessment of the statute, they
believed should have no longer been under their purview. Across districts, counselors
were concerned with a lack of clear understanding of specific activities counselors
should (or should not) be responsible for under the statute.

e Expand opportunities for college and career activities available to students.
Broadly, student participants stated they want additional opportunities to learn about
postsecondary options. Students expressed the desire for increased hands-on and

4 Since Texas Senate Bill 179 from the 87" Legislature has been codified into law in September of 2021,
Texas school counselors must now spend at least 80% of their total work time on duties that are
components of a counseling program developed under TEC § 33.006, including guidance curriculum,
responsive services, individual planning, and system support.
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interactive opportunities, such as the inclusion of classroom observations in college
visits.

e Continue to provide TNTP liaisons to districts to establish strong partnerships
and buy-in between participating districts and PD providers. With the use of district
liaisons in Year 5, district staff participating in site visits reported their appreciation for
the support they received from TNTP and praised the promptness of that support. Site
visit participants noted that, in the past, building a strong relationship with TNTP staff
was a challenge, but having a dedicated liaison in Year 5 helped improve the support
and services received from TNTP.
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1.Introduction

Currently in its fifth year of program implementation, the Texas Gaining Early Awareness and
Readiness for Undergraduate Programs (GEAR UP): Beyond Grad program (referred to as
“GEAR UP” in this report) continued to make important progress during the 2022-23 school
year to support college and career readiness for students from low-income schools in Texas. As
described in previous annual implementation reports, the GEAR UP program in Texas is funded
through a U.S. Department of Education GEAR UP discretionary grant, worth $24.5 million over
7 years, which was awarded to the Texas Education Agency (TEA) in 2017. As a result of
securing these funds, TEA is striving to close the state’s college achievement gap by providing
a variety of services to approximately 10,000 students from six Texas independent school
districts (ISDs), including 12 school campuses, in rural communities in West Texas, Southeast
Texas, and the Coastal Bend (Table 1.1). Only schools with a high economically disadvantaged
student population (total average 81.32%) and a campus location in a rural or semi-rural
community were eligible to participate in the program.

Table 1.1. Texas Districts and Schools Participating in GEAR UP

School District Middle School(s) ' High School
Culberson County- West Van Horn School Van Horn School
Allamoore ISD
Education Service West Ann M. Garcia-Enriquez San Elizario High School
Center 19 with San Middle School
Elizario ISD
Mathis ISD Coastal Bend Mathis Middle School Mathis High School
Sinton ISD Coastal Bend E. Merle Smith Middle Sinton High School
School
Sheldon ISD Southeast C.E. King Middle Schooal, C.E. King High School
Michael R. Null Middle
School
Cleveland ISD Southeast Cleveland Middle School Cleveland High School
Note. GEAR UP — Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for Undergraduate Programs. ISD — Independent School
District.

1.1. GEAR UP Overview

The aim of GEAR UP is to provide targeted services to a grade-specific primary cohort of
students who were in Grade 7 during the 2018-19 school year (i.e., the class of 2024) to high
school graduation and through their first year of postsecondary education (i.e., through the
2024-25 academic year). GEAR UP also provides basic services to a priority cohort of
students consisting of all other students in Grades 9-12 attending participating high schools in
the grantee districts during each year of the 7-year grant (i.e., from school years 2018-19 to
2024-25). The following are core strategies integrated into GEAR UP programming to close the
college achievement gap: 1) increasing academic rigor, 2) preparing middle school students, 3)
expanding college and career advising and resources for high school students, 4) leveraging
technology to expand advising capacity, and 5) developing local alliances (the full description of
GEAR UP strategies is listed in Appendix A).
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To reach these goals, TEA is working with participating districts to provide a range of programs
and services aligned with these core strategies available to class of 2024 and priority cohort
students. These strategies include comprehensive individualized college and career counseling,
college visits, and opportunities to participate in an academic enrichment or college exploration
summer program. Additionally, as part of GEAR UP programming, parents/guardians of class of
2024 and priority cohort students also have access to individualized college and career
counseling and a variety of parent workshops/events. Another integral component of GEAR UP
programming is offering teachers and personnel at GEAR UP campuses access to professional
development (PD) to improve academic rigor and college and career counseling services.

To successfully implement the programs and services, TEA has partnered with local and
national organizations. For example, TEA has partnered with CFES Brilliant Pathways and
Advise TX to implement college and career counseling/advising services at the high school
level.5>¢ Advise TX served two districts and CFES Brilliant Pathways served the remaining four
districts. To provide targeted PD related to various components of the grant, TEA has also
partnered with TNTP.” Finally, TEA has partnered with Texas OnCourse (TXOC) to develop
curricula, including the TXOC Academy Counselor and Advisor Program (TXOC Academy).

By implementing these core strategies and grant activities, GEAR UP seeks to meet several
project goals and objectives related to: 1) rigorous coursework; 2) promotion, graduation, and
postsecondary outcomes; 3) educator training; 4) college entrance exams; 5) activities and
services that provide information to students and families; 6) Free Application for Federal
Student Aid (FAFSA) and college application completion; 7) community partnerships; and 8)
statewide college- and career-readiness activities.

Importantly, TEA envisioned using GEAR UP to not only improve college access and success at
all six participating grantee districts but also to implement successful college access strategies
statewide. To do so, GEAR UP program staff are piloting a range of innovations at the grantee
districts, including efficient advising models, strategic partnerships, and different technology
solutions (which include solutions offered through TXOC and MapMyGrad®). Resources have
been developed in partnership with the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board).

1.2. Evaluating GEAR UP

In November 2019, TEA contracted with ICF and Agile Analytics to conduct an external, mixed-
method evaluation of GEAR UP to measure program impact, implementation, and sustainability,
with a focus on identifying best and promising practices and examining statewide reach (see
Appendix B for a program logic model that depicts the evaluation design). Annual

5> Founded initially as College For Every Student, the organization changed its name in 2018 to CFES
Brilliant Pathways to better reflect its expanded mission to support students in both college and career.
5 In Years 1-4, TEA additionally partnered with a third organization, CAC, to provide college and career
counseling/advising services.

” Founded originally as The New Teacher Project (TNTP) in 1997, TNTP is an organization that helps
educators improve effectiveness in classroom teaching. The organization changed its name to simply
TNTP after its mission expanded beyond serving new teachers.

8 For more information about MapMyGrad, please visit their website.
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implementation reports have been published since then to document progress toward program
implementation since the inception of the grant.® A summary of the major findings from the most
recent reports (Year 3 and Year 4) is presented in Table 1.2; detailed findings may be found in
the published reports. Future implementation reports will be published on an annual basis
describing implementation for each year of the grant through Year 7 (2024-25).1°

Findings from other components of the evaluation are being published in separate reports. For
findings related to progress in meeting project objectives and those regarding the impact of the
GEAR UP program on student outcomes during the first 2 years of program implementation,
please see the Years 1-2, Year 3, and Year 4 Annual Project Outcomes Reports (Sun et al.,
2021;Sun et al., 2022; Lamb, 2023) and the Biennial Impact Report Evaluation of Years 1 and 2
(Hutson et al., 2021).1* Currently, the Years 3—4 Biennial Impact Evaluation Report is under
review and will be published in 2023.

9 Year 1-Year 4 annual implementation reports are posted online at the TEA website.
10 Forthcoming reports are expected to be published on TEA’s website.
11 All of the published reports from the current GEAR UP evaluation can be found on TEA’s website.
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Table 1.2. Summary of Findings from the Years 3—-4 Annual Implementation Reports

General
Implementation

Year 3 Summary of Findings
The implementation of GEAR UP was viewed positively, with high
school principals reporting they perceived GEAR UP goals aligned with
campus goals. Many personnel, students, and parents were unfamiliar
with GEAR UP services and activities.
Progress-monitoring meetings and coordinator professional learning
communities (PLCs) were facilitated by TNTP, which offered
opportunities to reflect on grant implementation progress and
collaboratively brainstorm.

Year 4 Summary of Findings
School principals continued to note that GEAR UP was integrated
into their school’s existing college and career initiatives, which
supported their college-going culture.
The Texas Education Agency (TEA) and TNTP supported
implementation of GEAR UP through the continued facilitation of
PLCs and progress monitoring with GEAR UP coordinators.

Academic
Initiatives

Class of 2024 students enrolled in Algebra | as Grade 9 students
agreed that they were prepared for the course but had lower levels of
agreement that the course was challenging.

Dual credit enrollment in two districts continued to increase due to
partnerships with local community colleges and increased Texas
Success Initiative Assessment (TSIA) testing.

GEAR UP continued to offer tutoring in class and after school, across
subjects, to students with a failing grade.

Students reported that they agreed that they knew where to find
college entrance examination preparation resources, which increased
significantly from Year 2.

Grade 9 priority cohort students who were enrolled in Algebra |
generally agreed that they were prepared for the course but reported
lower levels of agreement that their Algebra | course was
challenging when compared to students from previous years.

GEAR UP continued to provide targeted tutoring support to students
with a failing grade to succeed academically in Year 4. Most
students who reported participating in tutoring found it to be helpful
and were satisfied with tutoring supports they received.

Students reported that the test preparation they received helped
them prepare for college entrance exams and know where to find
TSIA resources; a significant increase from Year 3.

College and
Career
Advising and
Career
Exploration
Initiatives

Non-profit GEAR UP advisors worked with students from both cohorts
using in-person and virtual advising services and disseminated college
and career information via Zoom meetings, newsletters, and texting.
College visits, college and career fairs, and work-based learning
activities were offered, though mostly in virtual formats. College visits
consisted mostly of virtual campus tours and speaker sessions. Work-
based learning included meetings with local businesses on job
application processes.

Parent events hosted by GEAR UP schools included topics on college
and career advising, high school course alignment with certain
careers, and different college options. Nearly half of parents who did
not attend a parent or family event reported they did not know about it.
Students and parents reported low awareness of postsecondary
education financing topics.

In Year 4, student satisfaction with one-on-one counseling sessions
significantly decreased. Among parents who were surveyed, parents
of class of 2024 students reported higher satisfaction with one-on-
one advising compared to those of priority cohort students.

College visits, college and career fairs, and work-based learning
activities were offered in addition to advising in Year 4.

In Year 4, there was a significant increase in parents who reported
participating in a parent/family event. Parent satisfaction with
parent/family events in Year 4 was of similar levels as in Year 3, with
parents of priority cohort students reporting higher satisfaction than
the class of 2024 parents.

Despite the COVID-19 pandemic continuing to restrict GEAR UP
activities and services, the most common reason students and
parents cited for not participating in college and career advising and
exploration initiatives related to lack of awareness of these offerings.

Note. GEAR UP — Gaining Early Access to Undergraduate Programs (GEAR UP): Beyond Grad program; TNTP — Founded originally as The New Teacher Project (TNTP), the organization
changed its name to TNTP after its mission expanded beyond serving new teachers. Table continues. Vertical teaming is a strategy in which educators in one subject from multiple grade

levels collaborate to align their curricula to better enable students to progress from one grade level to the next.
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Table 1.2. Summary of Findings from the Years 3—-4 Annual Implementation Reports, Cont.

Professional
Development
(PD) Initiatives

Year 3 Summary of Findings
A noted challenge with PD in Year 3 was that substitute teachers were
not available to provide coverage for personnel participating in PD
activities. Personnel agreement levels decreased from Year 2 to Year
3 regarding how PD-provided strategies increased rigor in their
courses and how easy those strategies were to implement.
Counselors and other school staff participated in a 31-module self-
paced Texas OnCourse (TXOC) Academy to learn about a range of
postsecondary advising topics.

Vertical teaming participants agreed that the vertical teaming they
participated in was helpful in aligning curriculum.

Year 4 Summary of Findings

Personnel survey respondents agreed that the PD they participated
in provided strategies for increasing rigor and the strategies they
acquired to increase their rigor from PD were easy to implement.
Similar to Year 3, vertical teaming participants generally agreed with
the statement on the personnel survey that the vertical teaming they
participated in helped to align curriculum and reduce the need for
remediation at the postsecondary level.

Sustainability

All six GEAR UP districts sustained the TXOC College and Career

Participants from site visits reported sustaining GEAR UP activities

Across Texas

Teachers who implemented the TXOC CCR in GEAR UP schools felt
that the curriculum was ready to be scaled more widely though they
recommended that more training be developed for teachers.

Initiatives Readiness (CCR) curriculum for Grade 8 students, with one for middle school students in follow-on cohorts, with a focus on
coordinator noting its helpfulness to expose younger students to offering supports for Algebra | and providing individual advising.
college and career topics. Some site visit participants expressed concerns regarding
Four of the six districts continued to enroll Grade 8 students in Algebra sustaining these efforts in the future due to limited resources.

[, with some districts increasing the number of sections of the course.

One district added a summer bridge program to remediate rising

Grade 9 students who had not been successful in Algebra | in Grade

8.
Statewide TXOC added nine new districts to the TXOC CCR curriculum scaling A new Texas law went into effect in Year 4 that requires Grade 12
Initiatives initiative for a total of 18 districts piloting the curriculum in Year 3. students (beginning in the 2021-22 school year) to complete a Free

Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), complete a Texas
Application for State Financial Aid (TASFA), or sign an opt-out form
in order to graduate high school. TEA developed and disseminated
resources to support compliance with the new requirement,
including toolkits for families, counselors, and community partners.
More than two-thirds (70%) of Texas districts that responded to a
statewide survey on the topic indicated they accessed these toolkits
or other resources. Respondents reported that they were satisfied
with the financial aid resources they used.

Note. GEAR UP — Gaining Early Access to Undergraduate Programs (GEAR UP): Beyond Grad program; TNTP — Founded originally as The New Teacher Project (TNTP), the organization
changed its name to TNTP after its mission expanded beyond serving new teachers. Vertical teaming is a strategy in which educators in one subject from multiple grade levels collaborate to
align their curricula to better enable students to progress from one grade level to the next.
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1.3. Report Overview

This report presents findings from the implementation study during the fifth year—school year
2022-23 (Year 5)—when the class of 2024 students were in Grade 11 and the priority cohort
students were in Grade 9, Grade 10, and Grade 12. It is important to note that at this stage in
the grant, all participating cohorts served by the grant were in high school. Those middle school
GEAR UP initiatives that did continue were all efforts that were sustained by the schools that
participated in Years 1-2. Findings presented in the Year 5 report derive from multiple sources
of data collected including stakeholder surveys, in-person site visits, and virtual interviews (see
Appendix B for full methodological details). At a high level, this report describes how GEAR UP
is being implemented, how the program is being sustained and what activities should be
sustained, how program activities are being scaled across the state, and an overview of
promising practices (see Appendix B for the list of evaluation questions used to guide the
implementation study). In most chapters, findings are presented at the program level in the
report narrative and broken out at the district level in the appendices. One exception is that
notable findings from individual districts, identified as promising practices, are highlighted in the
main narrative in callout boxes. Additionally, program-level findings disaggregated by cohort or
grade level are presented in figures throughout the narrative.?? It is important to note that
findings may be disaggregated by cohort for items that apply to all grade levels (e.g., items
concerning academics or grades). Finally, results are disaggregated by grade level for other
items that are grade-level specific (e.g., items concerning postsecondary education applications,
which most typically apply to Grade 12 students). Longitudinal findings (i.e., findings from Year
4 to Year 5) are presented at the program level in figures in the narrative or in tables in
appendices. In this report, “significance” refers to findings that were determined to be
statistically significant using statistical tests. A difference is considered statistically significant if
there is a low probability, or p, that the difference occurred due to chance (the chance level is
set to 5%). To protect the anonymity of school districts and personnel, districts are not referred
to by name but according to a randomly generated number that serves as a pseudonym (e.g.,
District 1, District 2).

GEAR UP implementation in Year 5 was shaped by various contextual factors in Texas. The
long-term effects of the Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic continued to pose
some challenges and affect GEAR UP implementation, mostly in relation to staffing and student
engagement. As discussed in further detail in the following pages, teacher shortages and the
difficulties associated with hiring and maintaining staff posed challenges for the GEAR UP
school districts. In addition, this was the second year that a financial aid requirement, Texas
Education Code (TEC) § 28.0256 (2022), went into effect in Texas. Specifically, this
requirement states that beginning with students enrolled in Grade 12 during the 2021-22 school
year, each student is required to either complete and submit a financial aid application or waiver
consisting of a FAFSA, a Texas Application for State Financial Aid (TASFA), or a signed opt-out
form to graduate from high school. In addition, a new law requiring counselors to spend at least

2 Many of these figures do not have corresponding tables in an appendix since appendix tables only
present results for all respondents who answered the question by district.
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80% of their time on defined counseling services (e.g., guidance curriculum, responsive
services, individual planning, system support), TEC § 33.005 (2022), went into effect in the fall
of 2021. Given that counselors are some of the key personnel responsible for implementing
GEAR UP, the extent to which this law affected their responsibilities in providing advising
services to students is explored in the forthcoming pages.

There are some limitations regarding the Annual Implementation Report for Year 5. For
example, although site visits were conducted in person in March 2023, some participants were
unable to make these visits. Although multiple efforts were made to reschedule the meetings to
a virtual setting, some groups (e.g., parents) were unable to participate. Survey response rates,
especially among parents, continued to be low. Due to the low numbers of respondents on the
parent survey as well as small numbers of respondents in particular groups (e.g., counselors
participating in TXOC and students indicating their plans to complete Algebra Il in the upcoming
year), caution must be taken when interpreting these results as well as other results with small
n-counts. Another limitation is that in Year 5, more students responded to the student survey
than in Year 4, suggesting caution when interpreting longitudinal trends. Finally, this report is
limited to findings describing how the program was implemented in Year 5 and the associated
evaluation methodology.

The following chapters present implementation findings regarding academic initiatives (Chapter
2), college and career advising and exploration initiatives (Chapter 3), PD initiatives (Chapter 4),
sustainability initiatives (Chapter 5), state financial aid initiatives (Chapter 6), and grant
implementation support (Chapter 7). The report concludes with a summary of findings,
promising practices, and recommendations (Chapter 8). Additional details are presented as
appendices, including GEAR UP strategies, goals, and objectives (Appendix A); the evaluation
design, methods, and analytics (Appendix B); evaluation instruments (Appendix C); and the
survey analysis technical details (Appendices D—-G). A summary of respondents to each of the
surveys is presented in the first few tables of each survey results appendix (i.e., Table D.1,
Appendix D; Tables E.1-E.2, Appendix E; Tables F.1-F.4, Appendix F; and Table G.1,
Appendix G). One important note is that several survey questions used Likert scales to assess
respondents’ level of agreement (on a scale of 1-4 with 1 representing Strongly Disagree and 4
representing Strongly Agree) and satisfaction (also on a scale of 1-4 with 1 representing
Strongly Dissatisfied and 4 representing Strongly Satisfied) regarding a variety of topics. When
reporting responses by mean in the narrative, means are rounded to the nearest hundredth
value to correspond with the appropriate scale value. It is important to note that doing so
simplifies results and the full distributions are presented in the appendices. In the forthcoming
pages of this report narrative, those results are presented as mean scores for ease of
interpretation; the corresponding appendices include results presented as both mean scores
and the percentages for each response option in the Likert scale.
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2. Academic Initiatives

GEAR UP academic initiatives in Year 5 included advanced coursework and opportunities to
earn college credit, targeted tutoring support for students who are failing one or more of their
courses to support an increase in their academic standing, and college examination preparation.
Additionally, efforts to improve academic rigor in coursework in Year 5 are discussed.

2.1. Advanced Coursework and Opportunities to Earn College
Credit

This section includes findings on initiatives related to advanced coursework and opportunities to
earn college credit, particularly advanced mathematics coursework with a focus on Algebra |
and Algebra Il course taking, Advanced Placement (AP) and honors courses, and dual credit
courses.

2.1.1. Advanced Mathematics: Algebra |l and Algebra Il Course Taking
Completion of Algebra | in a timely manner is a priority for GEAR UP, as it paves the way for
more advanced coursework, such as Algebra I1.2* This section provides findings specific to
Algebra | and Algebra Il course enroliment across grade levels as well as student and personnel
perceptions regarding student achievement in the courses.

In Year 5, at least one-third of Grade 9 and Grade 10 priority cohort students who responded to
the student survey reported completing Algebra | by Grade 8 (39% and 33%, respectively), a
higher percentage than the class of 2024 students (in Grade 11) and Grade 12 priority cohort
students (Figure 2.1, Tables D.2-D.5, Appendix D), indicating an increased focus on completing
Algebra | by Grade 8. Among Grade 9 priority cohort students who indicated that they had not
completed Algebra | by Grade 8 or earlier, 94% reported being currently in enrolled in Algebra |
(Table D.6, Appendix D), which was significantly higher than Year 4 (72%) (Table D.7, Appendix
D).

13 The relevant objective is as follows: Project Objective 1.1: By the end of the class of 2024’s second
year (Grade 8), 30% of class of 2024 students will complete Algebra |. By the end of the class of 2024’s
third year (Grade 9), 85% of class of 2024 students will complete Algebra I.
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Figure 2.1. Algebra | Completion by Grade 8 or Earlier by
Grade, Year 5 (2022-23)

100%
75%

50% 39%

33% 29%

- 7

Grade 9 Grade 10 Grade 11 Grade 12
(n=766) (n=693) (n=562) (n=440)

25%

0%

Source. GEAR UP: Beyond Grad Student Survey administered in Year 5
(spring 2023).

Note. Students in Grades 9-12 responded to this item. Class of 2024 students
were in Grade 11 in Year 5.

To determine if students who enrolled in Algebra | continued on to take Algebra II, students
were asked to indicate whether they completed Algebra Il. About a quarter of Grade 9 (25%)
and less than half of Grade 10 priority cohort students (48%), reported being currently enrolled
in Algebra Il (Figure 2.2, Tables D.8-D.9, Appendix D). The percentage of students who
indicated that they already completed Algebra Il was larger in upper grades with about half of
the class of 2024 students (51%) and nearly all (93%) of Grade 12 priority cohort students
reporting the completion of Algebra Il (Figure 2.2, Tables D.10-D.11, Appendix D). Simply put,
the combined percentage of students in Grade 11 and 12 who indicated that they either
completed or are currently enrolled in Algebra 1l was 93% and 96%, respectively (Figure 2.2).
Students who had not yet completed Algebra Il were asked if they were planning to do so in the
subsequent year. Among students who reported that they had not yet completed Algebra ll,
three-fourths of Grade 9 and Grade 10 priority cohort students (78% and 79%, respectively)
along with fewer than half of class of 2024 students (47%) indicated that they planned to
complete Algebra Il the following year (Tables D.12—-D.14, Appendix D). It is important to note
that the number of students who responded to this question was small and must be interpreted
with caution.
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Figure 2.2. Algebra Il Status by Grade, Year 5 (2022-23)

Current Enrollment in Algebra I Algebra Il Completion
75% 100% 93%

48% 75%

50% 42% 51%

50%

25%

25%

25%
2% 0 10% 9%
0% 0%
Grade 9 Grade 10 Grade 11 Grade 12 Grade 9 Grade 10 Grade 11 Grade 12
(n=294) (n=639) (n=541) (n=432) (n=294) (n=639) (n=541) (n=432)

Source. GEAR UP: Beyond Grad Student Survey administered in Year 5 (spring 2023).

Note. Students in Grades 9—12 responded to this item. Class of 2024 students were in Grade 11 in Year 5. Algebra Il
completion status indicates completion of Algebra Il by a prior grade level (e.g., Grade 12 priority student respondents
reported having completed Algebra Il in Grade 11 or earlier).

During site visits, participants from Districts 1, 2, 4, 5, and 6 discussed their perceptions of
student readiness and performance for those who completed Algebra | in Grade 8. District 1
teacher participants and a District 4 counselor shared that, in general, students who completed
Algebra | in Grade 8 appeared to be more prepared for high school-level courses upon entry
into high school compared to those students who did not complete Algebra | in Grade 8.
Furthermore, a District 1 mathematics teacher noted that, in their experience, students who
completed Algebra | in middle school were better prepared for geometry compared to those who
completed Algebra | in Grade 9. In addition, the District 4 coordinator praised their middle
school’s efforts to prepare students for advanced high school mathematics courses.

Site visit participants discussed challenges that affected advanced mathematics courses in Year
5. Participants from Districts 2 and 5 shared that the ongoing staffing shortage posed a
challenge to student enrollment and preparation for advanced mathematics courses. For
instance, the coordinator from District 5 noted their middle school experienced staffing
challenges and so they anticipate some difficulties among incoming Grade 9 students who
completed Algebra | in Grade 8 with respect to their level of preparation for advanced
mathematics courses. Similarly, District 2 participants shared that their high school experienced
staffing vacancies in their mathematics program, which impacted student preparation for
advanced mathematics courses. The principal explained:

[The mathematics program] has been lacking hugely because—and no fault of
anyone—we were vacant a geometry teacher, [a position that] has yet to be
filled. Then in the middle of the year we had a teacher in the upper-level courses
that left ... that was in Algebra Il [and] pre-calculus level. That hurts big time ...
[students are] not getting what they need and they're not being prepared.

Another barrier described by a participating mathematics teacher (District 6) related to the
substantial variation in student skills upon completion of Algebra | in middle school, which
stemmed from students not moving together as a homogenous group anymore. The District 6
mathematics teachers explained that when the class of 2024 students completed Algebra | in
Grade 8, they continued on as a homogenous group into Algebra Il in Grade 9. However, the
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practice of moving students together from Algebra | into Algebra Il as a group has since
changed; now, when students complete Algebra | in Grade 8, they do not necessarily move on
to Algebra Il in Grade 9 and are instead grouped together with students of varying skill levels in
subsequent years when they elect to take subsequent mathematics classes. This requires the
teacher to identify ways for classes to be more self-paced.

Additional information on the sustainability of Algebra | in middle school is outlined in Section
5.2.1. Algebra | Course Taking.

2.1.2. Advanced Placement (AP) and Honors Courses
Among the districts that offered AP and honors courses in Year 5, students generally reported
these courses as Moderately and Slightly Challenging, with mean scores of 2.56 and 2.40,
respectively. Ratings by course type ranged from 2.20 to 2.74 for AP courses and from 2.30 to
2.68 for honors courses across districts (Table D.15, Appendix D). It is important to note that a
considerable percentage of student respondents indicated that AP and honors courses were
Slightly Challenging and Moderately Challenging (28% and 35%, respectively; Table D.15,
Appendix D). In Year 5, nearly a third of personnel survey respondents perceived that students
were generally prepared to take advanced courses; the distribution of responses was
significantly different when compared to Year 4 with changes in the Somewhat Prepared
category driving the difference (34% and 29% in Year 4 and Year 5) (Tables F.5-F.6, Appendix
F).

According to school personnel survey respondents, the most common requirements that
qualified a student to enroll in AP courses were that students have a certain grade in the subject
area, a teacher or a counselor recommendation or approval, or parent permission (each at 44%)
(Table F.7, Appendix F). Specific to enrolling in honors courses, school personnel survey
respondents identified parent permission (58%) as the most common requirement that qualified
students to take an honors course (Table F.7, Appendix F).

During site visits, four of the six participating districts (Districts 1, 2, 3, 4) shared that they
offered AP and/or honors courses, while the remaining two district staff shared that AP courses
were not currently offered. Among these districts, participants from Districts 1, 2, and 3
discussed challenges with the implementation of these advanced courses in Year 5 related to
staffing shortages and identifying qualified teachers—which participants noted affected AP
course standards. A District 1 coordinator expressed concerns in identifying and retaining
gualified teachers to teach advanced courses given high turnover rates. As a strategy for
addressing the teacher shortage, District 2 used an online program, Proximity Learning, to teach
advanced mathematics courses such as Pre-Calculus and Calculus, two courses that did not
otherwise have staffed teachers. There were three virtual teachers, not employed by the district,
for each of the Pre-Calculus classes through this program. A District 2 mathematics teacher
shared concerns regarding the advanced mathematics course offerings in their district through
this program. They noted that the virtual teachers used a Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills
(TEKS)-based database where they were given access to all the standards; however, the
District 2 mathematics teacher noted that instruction was not standard across the three virtual
teachers given that one of the virtual teachers was in a different state. The teacher described:
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Honestly, this year, it's been a complete mess for us, but it's finally getting more
organized. [The new virtual advanced mathematics teachers] are not all on the
same exact page.

Student site visit participants from Districts 2 and 3 shared their motivations for participating in
advanced classes. A Grade 10 priority student from District 2 shared that they believed enrolling
in advanced classes would help them increase their chances of getting an academic
scholarship. Class of 2024 students from District 3 shared that enrolling in advanced classes
helps better prepare them for each school year. A District 3 student shared that advanced
classes help them to develop time management skills and that they appreciated the opportunity
to take responsibility for their own learning. Another class of 2024 student participant reported
that they appreciated that the environment in AP classes was more participatory, which
motivated them to be better prepared for classes.

Of the districts that currently do not offer AP courses, the coordinator from District 5 expressed
concern over whether they were doing their students a disservice by not providing them with an
opportunity for AP courses, specifically whether they were not holding students to a higher
standard. Conversely, the District 6 coordinator explained that they do not offer AP courses
intentionally; their district previously offered AP courses and the coordinator perceived that
students were not successful in these courses. Instead, the district’s strategy has been to focus
on dual credit courses as the primary advanced course option.

2.1.3. Dual Credit Courses
Dual credit courses offer students the opportunity to earn college credit while still in high school.
Student survey respondents generally reported that these courses were Slightly Challenging (a
mean score of 2.47), though a substantial proportion of respondents (36%) indicated that these
courses were Moderately Challenging (Table D.15, Appendix D). Of the student survey
respondents, approximately one-third (36%) reported discussing dual credit courses during their
one-on-one advising sessions in Year 5, similar to Year 4 (35%) (Tables D.16-D.18, Appendix
D). According to personnel surveys, 75% of respondents reported the most common
requirement for dual credit courses was having a certain score on the Texas Success Initiative
Assessment (TSIA) (Table F.7, Appendix F).

All six participating districts shared that students were offered dual credit courses in Year 5. Site
visit participants from Districts 3, 4, and 6 described the activities they undertook to inform
students of dual credit course offerings and requirements. These activities generally took the
form of classroom and group presentations. For instance, a non-profit advisor for District 3
shared that they did class visits with students to highlight the different types of dual credit
opportunities available to them in the district. During these visits, non-profit advisors also
discussed the benefits of enrolling in dual credit courses and how the courses align with their
college and career goals. Site visit participants from Districts 4 and 6 reported that they
organized meetings to provide students with information on the various dual credit opportunities
and requirements. Parent participants shared that they attended dual credit meetings in District
6, where they provided information relating to dual credit course offerings and requirements for
enrolling, but also completed the necessary paperwork for enroliment.
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Participating districts also reported the support they provided to students to enroll in dual credit
courses in Year 5. Districts 1, 2, 4, and 5 offered tutoring to students focused on TSIA
preparation. A District 4 coordinator shared that they offered tutoring opportunities to help
students interested in enrolling in dual credit courses to prepare for the TSIA since they
perceived that the TSIA seemed to be more difficult this year. Additionally, the coordinator
shared that they offered Saturday sessions to help students prepare to take the TSIA.

Student site visit participants from three districts (Districts 3, 5, and 6) described their motivation
for participating in dual credit courses. Class of 2024 students from District 5 shared that
receiving an associate degree was their primary motivation for participating in dual credit
courses. Grade 10 priority cohort students from District 6 noted they were motivated to
participate in dual credit courses to help save money long-term because they would not have to
pay for college credit. Class of 2024 parents from District 6 expressed similar appreciation for
the fact that the district paid for their child’s dual credit courses. Grade 10 priority students from
District 3 reported they viewed dual credit course offerings as an exploratory endeavor where
their participation would help them better understand if they were interested in and prepared to
attend college. Although students reported interest in enrolling in dual credit courses, some staff
shared concerns about whether students were adequately prepared for these courses. For
instance, the District 3 coordinator expressed concern that students may not fully understand
what dual credit coursework entailed, specifically that these courses received both high school
and college credits and can be challenging. As a result, students may drop out or fail these
courses because of their lack of knowledge.

Teacher shortages also affected dual credit courses. Participating staff from District 1 noted that
the district was struggling to identify qualified teachers for dual credit courses.

2.2. Targeted Tutoring

Targeted tutoring provides students who are failing one or more of their courses with extra
opportunities to increase their academic standing and ultimately their ability to succeed in
secondary and postsecondary education. Targeted tutoring was established by GEAR UP as a
project objective for the class of 2024 students; GEAR UP aims to meet that goal by offering
various tutoring supports.** Separately, but in alignment with this objective, two districts
received additional funds in fall 2021 through Texas COVID Learning Acceleration Supports
(TCLAS) for tutoring supports (Decision 6). TCLAS Decision 6 provides subsidized funding for
high-quality instructional materials, tutors, and platforms for in-person and remote tutoring
sessions with vetted tutoring providers. The goal of this funding is to provide opportunities for
high-impact tutoring by supplementing students’ classroom experiences. TCLAS funds were
disseminated during Year 4. At the time of the site visits, participants from these two districts
were unaware of the degree to which tutoring through TCLAS funding coordinated with GEAR
UP tutoring. A limitation to this section is therefore that some of the findings stemming from

1 The relevant objective is Project Objective 1.3: Each year, 90% of primary cohort students who receive
a failing grade on a progress report will receive targeted academic tutoring.
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these two districts may be related to TCLAS tutoring efforts rather than GEAR UP tutoring
efforts.

Overall, nearly a quarter of class of 2024 students (24%) reported participating in targeted
tutoring initiatives in Year 5 (Table D.19, Appendix D), which was significantly lower than in Year
4 (50%) (Table D.20, Appendix D). Participation in tutoring was the highest for mathematics
(89%) followed by English language arts (ELA) (65%), as shown in Figure 2.3. Site visit
participants from District 3 described their after-school tutoring offering in Year 5. District 3
offered a “tutorial hub” after school every day from Monday to Thursday for 2 hours. During this
time, students would stay to receive targeted support for grade-level content, advanced

courses, end-of-course (EOC) exams, or to fulfill hours required by House Bill 4545.15

Figure 2.3. Subjects in Which Students Received Tutoring,
Class of 2024, Year 5 (2022-23)

100% 89%

75% 65% 63% 61%
50%
25%
0%
Mathematics English Science Social Studies

Language Arts
m (n=130)

Source. GEAR UP: Beyond Grad Student Survey administered in Year 5 (spring
2023).

Among the class of 2024 students who reported participating in tutoring, the most common type
of tutoring received in Year 5 was after-school tutoring (Figure 2.4), with 32% to 57% of
students reporting that option across all subject areas (Table D.21, Appendix D). In-class
tutoring was the second most common tutoring support received in Year 5 (Figure 2.4), with
34% to 54% participation levels across all subject areas (Table D.21, Appendix D). Interestingly,
student participation in after-school tutoring was significantly lower in Year 5 in mathematics,
science, and ELA (57%, 32%, and 38% respectively) when compared to Year 4 (Table D.22,
Appendix D).

15 House Bill 4545 went into effect June 16, 2021, and established new requirements for accelerated
instruction for students who do not pass State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR).
For information, visit this TEA website post about the bill's implementation.
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Figure 2.4. Types of Tutoring Students Received, Class of 2024,
Year 5 (2022-23)

With a high school or college student - 14%

One-on-one with a teacher - 12%

Virtual . 7%

Other . 6%

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%
m (n=130)

Source. GEAR UP: Beyond Grad Student Survey administered in Year 5 (spring 2023).
Note. Response percentages will not add up to 100% because respondents were able to
select multiple responses.

"Although participants selected other, they did not provide additional descriptions.

Site visit participants from several districts shared that tutoring support was a focus for their
district in Year 5 and described their efforts to track student attendance in tutoring offerings. The
District 4 principal shared that they had students use QR codes®® to track their attendance in
tutoring services. Participating TEA staff described that TNTP had developed improved
mechanisms (such as the QR codes) to easily track not only student attendance in tutoring but
also the subjects in which students received services. TEA staff added that TNTP also ensured
districts were examining the correlation between tutoring services received and whether
students passed those courses. This type of tracking was not offered in previous years and was
seen as an improvement by TEA staff in “services that [were] being provided through the GEAR
UP program.”

Of the class of 2024 students who reported receiving tutoring, 88% of Year 5 students reported
that tutoring helped them succeed in classes (Figure 2.5; Tables D.23-D.24, Appendix D).
Moreover, class of 2024 students reported that they were generally Satisfied with tutoring (mean
score 2.93; Figure 2.5; Table D.25, Appendix D); however, the Year 5 mean score was
significantly smaller when compared to Year 4 (2.93 versus 3.19; Figure 2.5; Table D.26,
Appendix D).

16 Square pixel designs that store data such as URLs so digital devices can take a photo of the code and
open a corresponding website.
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Figure 2.5. Student Reports on Tutoring, Class of 2024, Year 2 (2019-20)-Year 5 (2022-23)

Percentage of Students Who
Reported Tutoring Helped Them
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Year 2 (n=225) = Year 3 (n=135) Year 2 (n=219) = Year 3 (n=127)
mYear 4 (n=189) ®Year 5 (n=130) m Year 4 (n=183) = Year 5 (n=126)
Source. GEAR UP: Beyond Grad Student Survey administered in Year 2 (spring/fall 2020), Year 3 (spring 2021),
Year 4 (spring 2022), and Year 5 (spring 2023).
Note. Class of 2024 students responded to this item. Scale used to determine satisfaction mean rating: 1-Strongly
Dissatisfied, 2—Dissatisfied, 3—Satisfied, 4—Strongly Satisfied. Respondents who selected | don’t know/Not applicable

were not included in this analysis.
*Student satisfaction with tutoring significantly differed from Year 4 to Year 5: t(307) = 3.7, p<.001.

District staff described challenges they faced in engaging students’ parents and families to
support students to participate regularly in tutoring services. In addition to family support, the
District 4 principal noted that some students were taking on more responsibilities at home (e.qg.,
childcare, part-time job), preventing them from participating in after-school tutoring opportunities
offered at their school. As a result, some students who were in most need of tutoring could not
access these supports. The principal explained:

I think that’s one of the challenges we have [had] because quite a few of our
juniors and seniors help out parents, either taking care of younger siblings or
actually working. So, from time to time, they tell us, “Yes, I'm struggling in my
physics classes, but | can't find time to go the tutorials because | am working to
support my family...” So, challenges are externally imposed, not necessarily that
kids are having challenges in school, but because there are other reasons.

2.3. Preparation for College Entrance Exams

Preparation for college entrance examination includes activities that focus on teaching students
test-taking strategies, offering practice tests for students to complete, and providing students
with other resources to help improve student success on college entrance exams. GEAR UP
includes project objectives regarding participation in and successful performance on college
entrance exams—including the Preliminary SAT (PSAT), ACT Aspire, SAT, ACT, and TSIA—
emphasizing the importance of preparation activities for these exams.’

17 The relevant objectives are Project Objective 5.1: Each year, 85% of tenth graders will take the PSAT
or ACT Aspire exam. Each year, 85% of eleventh-grade students will take the SAT or ACT exam; Project
Objective 5.2: By the end of the primary cohort’s sixth year (Grade 12), 50% of primary cohort students
will meet the college readiness criterion on the SAT, ACT, or the TSIA.
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GEAR UP established as a project objective that class of 2024 students, who were in Grade 11
in Year 5, would complete the SAT or ACT. In Year 5, 70% of student survey respondents
reported completing preparation for a college entrance exam (Table D.27, Appendix D). As seen
in Figure 2.6, 80% of the class of 2024 who were in Grade 11 in Year 5 reported completing test
preparation, a rate slightly lower than Grade 12 priority students. Compared to the previous
year, students who reported completing test preparation in Year 5 significantly differed from that
of Year 4, with a smaller percentage of Grade 10 students reporting completion test preparation
for the PSAT or ACT Aspire in Year 5 and a larger rate of Grade 11-12 students reporting
completion of the SAT or ACT in Year 5 (Table D.28, Appendix D).

Figure 2.6. Students Who Reported Completing Test
Preparation by Grade, Year 5 (2022-23)

100%
80% 83%

75%
54%

50%

25%

0%
Grade 10 (n=694) Grade 11 (n=564) Grade 12 (n=440)

Source. GEAR UP: Beyond Grad Student Survey administered in Year
5 (spring 2023).

Note. Grade 10-12 students responded to this item. Class of 2024
students were in Grade 11 in Year 5.

Of the students who participated in test preparation in Year 5, fewer than three-quarters (71%)
reported that test preparation helped them prepare for college entrance exams, a rate
significantly lower than in Year 4 (77%) (Figure 2.7; Tables D.29-D.30, Appendix D). With
respect to cohort, as seen in Figure 2.7, 70% of class of 2024 students expressed that the test
preparation they received helped prepare them for college entrance exams, which was similar to
the 72% of Grades 10 and 12 priority cohort students who reported the same.
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Figure 2.7. Students Who Reported Test Preparation Helped Prepare Them for College
Entrance Exams by Year 2 (2019-20)-Year 5 (2022-23)* and by Cohort

Year 2 (2019-20)-Year 5 (2022-23) Cohort

100% 100%

79% 77%
70% ° 710+ 70% 72%

75% 75%

50% 50%

25% 25%

0% 0%

Year 2 (n=657) = Year 3 (n=481) m Class of 2024 (n=450)
mYear 4 (n=761) % Year5 (n=1,186) Priority Cohort Grade 10 & Grade 12 (n=736)

Source. GEAR UP: Beyond Grad Student Survey administered in Year 2 (spring/fall 2020), Year 3 (spring 2021), Year 4
(spring 2022), and Year 5 (spring 2023).

Note. Students in Grades 10-12 responded to this item. Class of 2024 students were in Grade 11 in Year 5.
*Responses differed significantly from Year 4 to Year 5: x?(1) = 10.0, p<.01.

During site visits, participants across all six districts described providing support to students in
preparation for college entrance exams. One such support included exam fee waivers as
reported by participants in Districts 3 and 6. Additionally,
in-school testing days were offered to students in
Districts 1, 2, 3, 4, and 6. A District 6 coordinator
clarified that, in earlier years, Saturdays were used for
SAT preparatory tests, but these events tended to have A District 6 coordinator shared that
low attendance; this year they were able to use a school NS Year SAT preparatory tests were
day for this purpose. In addition to preparatory test ;i?;i:;ggg;:; 02?:;:;3:;;0
days, some districts offered online test preparation

) activities. The coordinator noted that
resources, such as Khan Academy and Edgenuity, as SAT preparatory tests were offered on

Promising Practice: Provide
preparatory tests during school
days to increase participation.

reported by participants in Districts 2, 3, 4, and 6. Saturdays in previous years, which
Furthermore, site visit participants from District 5 contributed to low student
described having allocated time within school hours, participation.

which constituted a 45-minute daily intervention time for

students to complete test preparation. Finally, the class of 2024 students in their junior year
from District 4 reported that their district offers an SAT preparation class to interested students.
The non-profit advisor serving District 2 noted that every year they hold grade-level meetings
with students and parents in which they outline the college entrance exams. Student and
personnel site visit participants in District 2 expressed hope that their district would offer
preparatory classes or employ tutors who specialize in preparation for college entrance exams
to aid in test preparation.

In addition to support provided within the school year, participants from Districts 1, 3, and 5
shared that they provided summer programming focused on preparing for college entrance
exams. Participants from Districts 1 and 5 reported providing summer boot camps to students to
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help prepare them for TSIA, whereas participants from District 3 shared that they provided
preparation for the SAT through summer workshops for students.

Student survey respondents rated their agreement regarding test preparation resources
available to them and their knowledge of the required college entrance exams they would need
to take in Year 5. Students reported low levels of agreement or disagreement that they knew
where to find test preparation resources for PSAT or SAT (a mean score of 2.60), TSIA (a mean
score of 2.57), ACT Aspire or ACT test preparation resources (a mean score of 2.45) (Table
D.31, Appendix D). Student agreement on knowing where to find PSAT or SAT and ACT or ACT
Aspire test preparation resources was significantly lower in Year 5 (mean scores of 2.60 and
2.45, respectively) than Year 4 (mean scores of 2.66 and 2.54, respectively) (Table D.32,
Appendix D). Students in Year 5 generally Agreed that they knew which college entrance exam
they wanted to take (a mean score of 2.57), although a substantial portion of respondents (34%)
also reported that they Disagreed with the same. The mean scores for the level of agreement in
Year 5 was similar to that of Year 4 (a mean score of 2.62) (Tables D.31-D.32, Appendix D).

Among the student survey respondents, fewer than one-third (29%) discussed topics related to
preparing for college entrance exams in their one-on-one advising sessions (Tables D.16-D.18,
Appendix D), though students generally Agreed that counseling or advising sessions helped
them decide which college entrance exams to take and provided them with information about
ways to prepare for college entrance exams (mean scores of 2.67 and 2.75, respectively)
(Table D.33, Appendix D). Student responses on whether the counselling or advising session
provided them with information about ways to prepare for college entrance exams were
significantly lower in Year 5 (a mean score of 2.75) than in Year 4 (a mean score of 2.83)
(Table D.34, Appendix D).

Student site visit participants shared that they need additional support to better prepare for
college entrance exams. Class of 2024 students from Districts 1, 2, 4, and 5 shared that they
wanted more opportunities to practice for entrance exams in order to feel more prepared.
Additionally, class of 2024 students from District 5 indicated that they need more support on
mathematics-related topics to feel more prepared. District 2 student site visit participants noted
that it would be helpful to have a course dedicated to preparing for college entrance exams. The
coordinator from District 2 shared that students had to attend a specific number of tutoring
sessions offered through the district before they can take the exam.

Parents rated their level of awareness of college entrance exams for their child. Figure 2.8
presents mean responses for parents of priority students in Grade 10 and Grade 12 compared
to parents of class of 2024 students. The figure indicates parents of class of 2024 students were
more aware of test preparation resources and the necessary college entrance exams in
comparison to parents of Grade 10 and 12 priority students.
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Figure 2.8. Parent Agreement on College Entrance Exams for Their Child by Cohort,
Year 5 (2022-23)

| am familiar with examinations needed to get into

I .
college (e.g., SAT, ACT, TSI Assessment). 2 893 11

I know where to find SAT or PSAT test preparation 273
I, C.

resources for my child. 2 57

| know where to find ACT or ACT Aspire test
preparation resources for my child. _2462'70

| know where to find TSI Assessment test

preparation resources for my child. _2472'67
1.00 2.00 3.00 4.00
m Class of 2024 (n=49-57) Priority Cohort Grade 10 & Grade 12 (n=86-96)
Source. GEAR UP: Beyond Grad Parent Survey administered in Year 5 (spring 2023).
Note. Scale used to determine mean rating: 1-Strongly Disagree, 2—-Disagree, 3—Agree, 4-Strongly Agree. TSI

Assessment — Texas Success Initiative Assessment. PSAT — Preliminary SAT. Respondents who selected | don’t
know/Not applicable were not included in this analysis. Class of 2024 students were in Grade 11 in Year 5.

Overall, parents generally Agreed that they were aware of where to find test preparation
resources for SAT or PSAT, ACT or ACT Aspire, and TSIA (mean scores of 2.64, 2.57, and
2.53, respectively) (Table E.3, Appendix E). Parents also Agreed with the statement that they
were familiar with examinations needed to get into college (a mean score of 3.03) (Table E.3,
Appendix E). As seen in Figure 2.9, parents’ awareness of test preparation resources was
significantly lower in Year 5 compared to Year 4 for SAT or PSAT (mean score 2.64), ACT or
ACT Aspire (mean score 2.57), and TSIA (mean score 2.53). Parents’ familiarity with the
examinations students needed to get into college was also significantly lower in Year 5 than
parents’ ratings in Year 4 (mean score 3.23) (Table E.4, Appendix E). Additionally, parents had
lower participation rates in counseling and advising sessions than in Year 5 (Table E.5,
Appendix E), where 29% of parents discussed topics pertaining to preparation for college
entrance exams (Tables E.6—E.8, Appendix E).
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Figure 2.9. Parent Agreement on College Entrance Exams for Their Child,
Year 2 (2019-20)-Year 5 (2022-23)

| am familiar with examinations needed to get
into college (e.g., SAT, ACT, TSI
Assessment).

I know where to find SAT or PSAT test
preparation resources for my child.

| know where to find ACT or ACT Aspire test
preparation resources for my child.

| know where to find TSI Assessment test
preparation resources for my child.

Year 2 (n=268-308) = Year 3 (n=238-259)
W Year 4 (n=164-173) % Year 5 (n=168-190) 1.00 2.00 3.00 4.00

Source. GEAR UP: Beyond Grad Parent Survey administered in Year 2 (spring/fall 2020), Year 3
(spring 2021), Year 4 (spring 2022), and Year 5 (spring 2023).

Note. Year 2 responses included parents of students in Grade 8-12. Years 3 and 4 responses
included parents of students in Grade 9-12. Scale used to determine mean rating: 1-Strongly
Disagree, 2-Disagree, 3—Agree, 4—-Strongly Agree. TSIA — Texas Success Initiative Assessment.
PSAT — Preliminary SAT. Respondents who selected | don’t know/Not applicable were not included in
this analysis.

*| am familiar with examinations needed to get into college (e.g., SAT, ACT, TSI Assessment) differed
significantly from Year 4 to Year 5: t(361) = 2.25, p<.05; | know where to find ACT or ACT Aspire test
preparation resources for my child differed significantly from Year 4 to Year 5: t(331) = 2.56, p<.01; |
know where to find TSI Assessment test preparation resources for my child differed significantly from
Year 4 to Year 5: t(331) = 2.31, p<.05.

**| know where to find SAT or PSAT test preparation resources for my child differed significantly from
Year 4 to Year 5: t(338) = 2.64, p<.01.

With respect to personnel survey respondents, one-tenth (10%) reported being
responsible for helping students sign up for or determine which college entrance exams to
take (Tables F.8—F.10, Appendix F) with counselors and student services personnel being
the most common personnel responsible for providing this type of help for students (31%)
(Table F.9, Appendix F). The primary way that personnel reported helping students was to
provide information on how to access practice tests at home (36%) followed by providing
opportunities to participate in practice tests (35%) (Tables F.11-F.13, Appendix F). The
main factors that personnel used to encourage students to consider which college
entrance examination to take were the type of postsecondary education institution in which
the student plans to enroll (67%), which college degree the student plans to pursue (63%),
college requirement for entrance exams (63%), and opportunities to participate in the
examination during the school day (52%; Tables F.14—F.16, Appendix F).
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2.4. Embedding Academic Rigor

In Year 5, participants in all districts discussed efforts taken in their district to improve academic
rigor in their offerings. As a part of this endeavor, having a definition of academic rigor was key.
It appeared that districts were at different stages in the development of schoolwide and/or
districtwide definitions of academic rigor. For instance, the District 1 coordinator shared that
they collaborated with key staff in their district to establish their definition of academic rigor. Site
visit participants from other districts, specifically Districts 3 and 5, shared that their districts had
a working definition of academic rigor:

I would say that by definition, [academic rigor] is defined in the district as an
advanced-level course.

A commitment from the teachers to maintain grade-level instruction, engage
students in grade-level rich text, and utilize student-centered activities.

Conversely, participants from Districts 2, 4, and 6 noted that they did not have a schoolwide or
districtwide conceptualization of academic rigor. Even so, site visit participants from these
districts indicated that efforts were still undertaken to improve rigor. For instance, a District 4
mathematics curriculum coordinator noted that while they did not have a definition of rigor, they
had various measures in place to assess rigor in their offerings. Additionally, the District 2
coordinator shared that because staff at the district level are new this year, they have not had
time to arrive at a definition of rigor. TNTP staff also shared that from their internal survey data
collected in the previous year, it appeared that school staff did not think that their district held a
common definition of academic rigor. Indeed, as part of TNTP’s support to districts, they provide
a vision of academic rigor with districts; however, they recognized that this conceptualization of
academic rigor may not trickle down to school staff. TNTP staff noted that many teachers in
their school indicated that they did not have a common definition of academic rigor. A TNTP
staff member described:

When we present that [staff did not know of a definition of academic rigor] to
school administrators ... they were surprised ... because they're like, “We have
one.”

Regardless of a.cpmr.non Qefi.nition of academic rigor, Promising Practice: Leverage
staff across participating districts shared that efforts were vertical teaming to improve
taken at their district to improve rigor. For instance, a academic rigor.
District 4 coordinator reported that improving academic
rigor was a key focus for the district in Year 5, particularly
in core content areas, and indicated that they were

District 2 staff said that they leveraged
vertical teams to improve academic
rigor in their coursework, specifically

working with TNTP to create a plan for excellent in mathematics. As a result of vertical
instruction in these subjects. In addition to working to teaming, participating mathematics
improve academic rigor at the planning stage, teachers reported they saw increased
participating staff in some districts described methods alignment across middle and high
through which they assess the quality of rigor within their ~ schools and improved rigor in middle
classes. District 1 staff shared that they employ informal school mathematics coursework.

formative and summative assessments regularly to
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assess the quality of rigor in their classes. Besides the use of assessments, District 4 staff
shared that they use crosswalks to check alignment with the TEKS standards. Participating staff
in District 2 shared that they leverage vertical teaming to improve academic rigor where the
vertical mathematics team focuses on preparing students for both the EOC assessments and
college entrance exams, such as the SAT and TSIA.

Participants across a few districts reported that because of these efforts in improving academic
rigor they observed some successes. For instance, participating mathematics teachers in
District 2 shared that because they leveraged vertical teaming in their district to improve
academic rigor, they had seen increased alignment between the middle and high schools. The
District 5 coordinator shared that since program implementation, the district had taken efforts to
incorporate appropriate levels of rigor vertically and horizontally across grade levels. The District
6 coordinator noted that when they first started in the district, the rigor was not at grade level.
However, slowly across the last 5 years of GEAR UP implementation, the district had been able
to increase rigor to a place where students were being academically challenged.

During site visits, participants discussed challenges they faced in their efforts to improve rigor in
Year 5. A prominent concern across most districts related to staffing challenges, specifically the
ongoing staffing shortage and staff turnover. Participants from several districts (Districts 1, 2, 3,
4, and 6) expressed concern that any effort to improve academic rigor was impeded by the
shortage of qualified teachers. Districts reported that, because of the ongoing staff shortage,
several positions have remained unfilled, and they had to rely on long-term substitute teachers
and Interim Assignment Teachers (IATs). Indeed, District 3 participants shared that they have
had to rely heavily on IATs and recognized that these staff may not be certified teachers and
may not have had formal education in the content area they were teaching. As such, District 3
participants explained IATs had limited classroom management and teaching skills, which
impacted the level of rigor in classrooms. Similarly, at the time of the site visit to District 6, only
about half of the positions in the mathematics department were filled and two teachers were
certified. At the time of the site visit, District 1 was considering transitioning to online courses to
help alleviate this concern or transitioning to a 4-day schedule in the hope of incentivizing new
teachers to join the district and to retain existing teachers.

In addition to staffing challenges, other challenges noted by participating staff during site visits
related to implementing the state standards!® and the increasing population of emergent
bilingual students (EB)/English learners (EL). The District 2 coordinator shared that there were
some challenges related to implementing the new Texas state standards for mathematics and
English, specifically that some teachers were slow to implement the required standards and that
some teachers needed clarity on how these standards would improve rigor. Participating staff in
Districts 1 and 3 shared that their districts had seen an increase in the number of EB/ EL
students over the years and expressed concern about possible impacts on providing rigorous
coursework because some students require additional supports.

Participants across districts noted that the COVID-19 pandemic adversely impacted rigor within
classrooms. Participants in District 5 reported that in Year 5 they had to adapt their focus on

18 |n 2023, the mathematics TEKS were revised.
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rigor to address learning gaps. Participating staff in District 1 shared that prior to the pandemic,
benchmarks were in place regarding the levels of rigor within the content. The participant
reported that as a result of the pandemic, there was a large learning gap for some students in
specific content areas, particularly in mathematics. A mathematics teacher in this district said:

Mathematics is a content where everything builds upon one other subject. So
having that gap and having to fill in and teach the current material has been a
little bit of a challenge that weve had to adjust how rigorous we truly are for
these kids until they start to fill in those gaps.

Program participants indicated other areas of continuous growth for the future, particularly
student-led learning and setting clear expectations for students. The District 5 coordinator noted
that an area for continued growth for the district focused on student engagement, specifically
that there were more opportunities to allow for student-led learning as opposed to teacher-led
instruction. Furthermore, staff from District 3 shared that they need to improve efforts to identify
teachers with certain skill sets necessary to better prepare students for advanced coursework
and provide students with improved notetaking and writing skills. In addition, this participant
emphasized the importance of setting consistent and clear expectations across grade levels in
the school.

2.5. Summary

GEAR UP academic initiatives reported in the 2022—-23 school year focused on providing
opportunities for students to take advanced coursework and earn college credit,
increasing efforts toward Algebra | and Algebra Il enrollment, providing targeted tutoring
opportunities to students receiving failing grades, and preparing all students for college
entrance exams. Furthermore, discussions with site visit participants focused on
improving academic rigor in GEAR UP academic initiatives.

At least one-third of Grade 9 and Grade 10 priority cohort students (39% and 33%,

respectively), reported completing Algebra | by Grade 8 or earlier. Among Grade 9 priority
students who reported not having completed Algebra | in Grade 8, around 90% reported being
currently enrolled in Algebra | in Year 5, which was significantly higher than Year 4. With respect
to Algebra Il, a majority of class of 2024 students and Grade 12 priority cohort students reported
completing Algebra Il (51% and 93%, respectively), whereas 10% and 9% of Grade 9 and 10
priority cohort students reported completing Algebra Il. Site visit participants noted that student
interest in advanced courses, namely AP and honors courses as well as dual credit courses,
increased in Year 5, with student survey respondents perceiving AP courses in general as
Moderately Challenging and honors and dual credit courses as Slightly Challenging. Students
qualifying for targeted tutoring services was significantly smaller in Year 5, with the most
common subject being mathematics and the most common mode being after-school tutoring. Of
the students who received tutoring, most felt that the tutoring helped them to succeed in their
class; however, student satisfaction with tutoring significantly differed in Year 5 compared to
Year 4, with mean scores in Year 5 being smaller than in Year 4 (2.93 versus 3.19, Table D.26,
Appendix D). More students reported participating in test preparation in general in Year 5 versus
Year 4. The class of 2024 was expected to complete the SAT or the ACT in Year 5. Eighty
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percent of the class of 2024 students reported completing SAT or ACT test preparation.
Seventy-one percent of students reported that the test preparation they received helped them
prepare for college entrance exams in Year 5, which was significantly lower than in Year 4.
Student site visit participants shared that additional support was necessary to better prepare for
college entrance exams. School personnel may consider offering more opportunities to practice
for entrance exams. Finally, staff participating in site visits discussed district-led and school-led
efforts to improve academic rigor. Factors related to the COVID-19 pandemic, specifically the
resulting learning loss and the ongoing shortage of qualified teachers, posed considerable
challenges to improving academic rigor.
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3. College and Career Advising and Exploration
Initiatives

The six participating districts reported implementing various college and career advising and
exploration initiatives in Year 5, including advising, college visits, college and career fairs,
summer programs, work-based learning activities, and parent events. College and career
advising and exploration initiatives were provided to students and parents of both the class of
2024 and the priority cohort. These initiatives supported multiple GEAR UP goals, including
providing postsecondary and career information to students and families and increasing
educational expectations for and awareness about postsecondary and career options.*® This
chapter provides an overview of the advising and exploration initiatives delivered in Year 5.

3.1. College and Career Advising

College and career advising activities ranged from virtual dissemination of information to
individual advising sessions for students, and focused on providing information on college and
career planning and preparation (e.g., course selection, postsecondary education and career
plans or interests, financial aid opportunities available to students). Across districts, advising
services were offered primarily in person. Students, parents, and/or personnel from all six
districts reported in site visits and surveys that students and parents participated in at least one
college and career advising activity in Year 5.

3.1.1. Non-Profit Advisers at GEAR UP High Schools
Districts participating in GEAR UP in Year 5 continued their partnership with one of two non-
profit advising organizations—Advise TX or CFES Brilliant Pathways—to provide advising
services to students and parents within the district. CFES Brilliant Pathways continued to serve
two districts and Advise TX took on two new districts, serving a total of four districts. At the time
of the site visit, only half of the districts (Districts 2, 3, and 4) had at least one full-time advisor
serving the high school.?° District 4 was the only district with two current non-profit advisors, one
who served Grade 9-11 students and one who served Grade 12 students.

Generally, non-profit advisors serving Districts 2, 3, and 4 provided in-person advising services,
with the non-profit advisors for Districts 2 and 3 being housed at the high school within their
district. The non-profit advisors serving District 4 noted they provided mainly in-person support
at the district, with occasional days in which they provided virtual support.

In Year 5, personnel across all of the six districts reported on their perceptions and awareness
of the non-profit advisors within their district. Nearly half (47%) of personnel survey respondents

19 The relevant goals are as follows: Project Goal 6: Provide postsecondary and career preparation
information to students and families; Project Goal 7: Increase educational expectations for and
awareness about postsecondary and career options.

20 Shortly following the site visit, the District 3 non-profit advisor left the district. The District 6 coordinator
mentioned their initial non-profit advisor started in October 2022 and left 2 months later in December
2022, with the district just recently scheduled to get a new non-profit advisor around the time of the site
visit.
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noted they were somewhat or very familiar with the information and support the college advisors
provided—a decline from reported personnel familiarity in Year 4—while the rest were not
familiar at all with them (28%) or were not sure of their existence (25%) (Table F.17—F.18,
Appendix F).

Personnel survey respondents Agreed that the non-profit GEAR UP advisors informed students
of their postsecondary education options (with a mean score of 3.33) and provided students with
grade-appropriate information on postsecondary education and career readiness (with a mean
score of 3.31) (Figure 3.1; Table F.19, Appendix F). Personnel survey respondents also Agreed
that the advisors were able to help the school increase the number of opportunities students
have to receive postsecondary education and career advising (a mean score of 3.30) (Figure
3.1; Table F.19, Appendix F). In comparing personnel roles, administrator survey respondents
reported the highest agreement on the helpfulness of the non-profit advisors (Table F.20,
Appendix F). Personnel perceptions of the advisors in Year 5 were similar to reported personnel
perceptions in Year 4 (Table F.21, Appendix F).

Figure 3.1. Personnel Perceptions of Non-profit Advisors,
Grade 9-12, Year 5 (2022-23)

The non-profit advisors ...

... inform students of their postsecondary education

options. (n=105) 3.33

... provide students at my school with grade-
appropriate information regarding postsecondary
education and career readiness. (n=108)

3.31

... help our school increase the number of
opportunities students of all grades have to receive
postsecondary education and career advising.
(n=109)

3.30

... support students in preparing for postsecondary

education. (n=110) 3.29

... inform student awareness and understanding of

career opportunities. (n=106) 3.25

... help parents/guardians prepare for their child’s

postsecondary education. (n=97) 8.18

... inform parent awareness of postsecondary

education options for their child. (n=97) s.18

1.00 2.00 3.00 4.00

Source. GEAR UP: Beyond Grad Personnel Survey administered in Year 5 (spring 2023).

Note. Respondents who selected | don’t know/Not applicable were not included in this analysis. The number of
respondents who selected | don’t know/Not applicable for each item listed was <10, <10, <10, <10, <10, 14, and
14, respectively. Scale used to determine mean rating: 1-Strongly Disagree, 2-Disagree, 3—Agree, 4—Strongly
Agree.
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In site visits and/or surveys, personnel across the districts provided feedback on their non-profit
advisor and their perceptions of the relationship between the district and non-profit advisor. In
the survey, many participants described positive perceptions regarding their non-profit advisor’s
availability to support students and staff, noting they were regularly accessible. During the site
visits, participating counselors from District 3 described the strong collaboration between the
district’s counselors and college/career advising team—which included the non-profit advisor—
to provide support for students. District 3 counselors met with seniors to initiate conversations,
and then students were handed over to the college/career advisors to finish the process. The
District 3 counselors and college/career advisors, who the district referred to as the “counseling
team,” noted that strong collaboration and communication between counselors and advisors
allowed them to successfully address any emerging student needs throughout the school year.

Personnel survey respondents also described their non-profit advisor’'s extensive knowledge of
the college and career process, with one participant sharing that the non-profit advisor was
“knowledgeable of all requirements. If [they] don’t know an answer, [they] will find it.”
Representative comments regarding personnel perceptions of the advisors are as follows:

They are always available for the students and help them continuously
throughout the process.

[They are] very friendly and seem to be quite knowledgeable about
postsecondary preparedness.

During the site visits, participants from District 2 mentioned how in Year 5, with the shift to two
non-profit advising organizations, the district transitioned from a virtual non-profit advisor to an
on-campus non-profit advisor. Participating high school counselors from the district described
how the presence of an on-campus non-profit advisor increased student and parent comfort and
familiarity with the advisor. Additionally, participating District 2 counselors expressed gratitude
that the non-profit advisor was available to students and parents, since even though counselors
wanted to meet with students to provide college and career advising, most of their day was filled
with social, emotional, and health crises or scheduling. Therefore, the non-profit advisor was
able to provide more immediate and direct support to students in Year 5.

Personnel survey respondents also shared recommendations for how the district’s work with
their non-profit advisor(s) could be improved. Many personnel survey respondents shared the
need for improved communication, specifically the non-profit advisor's communication with
parents and staff. Personnel from one district noted the need for improved communication with
non-English speaking parents within the district. Furthermore, one personnel respondent
indicated it would be helpful for teachers to be provided with a schedule of events so all staff
could be “on the same page playing an active role motivating our students towards
postsecondary learning.” Additional personnel recommendations focused on:

¢ Improved coordination and scheduling of college and career field trips, such as college
visits, to avoid conflicts with standardized testing (e.g., Measures of Academic Progress
(MAP) testing, EOC testing, SAT testing, PSAT testing, and so forth);

¢ Increased visibility within the school among students; and

e Enhanced communication with staff within the district to identify ideal times to pull
students from coursework.
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3.1.2. College and Career Information Dissemination
School personnel and non-profit advisors across the six districts provided relevant information
related to educational expectations for, and awareness about, postsecondary and career
options in several formats. GEAR UP established an objective regarding disseminating
information on postsecondary education and careers to students and parents.?! During the site
visits and phone interviews, participants across the six participating districts described the
variety of methods used in Year 5 to disseminate college and career information to students,
including group/classroom presentations, highlighting student successes within the school, and
a focus on college readiness.

Overall, personnel survey respondents reported providing parents with information through
email (66%), phone calls (49%), and in-person meetings/conversations (41%) (Tables F.22—
F.23, Appendix F). In Year 5, the distribution of communication methods used by personnel to
provide parents and guardians with information on college and career topics was similar to that
of Year 4, though a few—including text messages, in-person meetings, and email—differed by
more than five percentage points (Table F.24, Appendix F). Class of 2024 and priority cohort
parent survey respondents indicated they were generally Dissatisfied to Satisfied with their
child’s school’s efforts to inform parents of important college and career information, deadlines,
and events (Table E.9, Appendix E). Generally, class of 2024 parent survey respondents
reported they were Dissatisfied with their schools’ efforts (with a mean score of 2.43), while
priority cohort parent survey respondents reported higher satisfaction (with a mean score of
2.70; Figure 3.2). Figure 3.2 provides a breakdown of mean satisfaction score by cohort, as well
as the overall satisfaction level across parent survey respondents.

Figure 3.2. Parent Satisfaction with School Efforts to Inform Parents
by Cohort, Grade 9-12, Year 5 (2022-23)
4.00

2.70
3.00 243 2.61

2.00

1.00
Overall satisfaction with your child’s school’s efforts to inform you of important college/career
information, deadlines, and events

m Class of 2024 (n=53) m Priority Cohort (n=115) = Overall (n=168)

Source. GEAR UP: Beyond Grad Parent Survey administered in Year 5 (spring 2023).
Note. Scale used to determine mean rating: 1-Strongly Dissatisfied, 2—Dissatisfied, 3—
Satisfied, 4-Strongly Satisfied. Respondents who selected | don’t know/Not applicable
were not included in this analysis. Class of 2024 students were in Grade 11 in Year 5.

2! The relevant objective is Project Objective 6.2: Each year, students and parents will receive information
about postsecondary and career options, preparation, and financing.
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In site visits, participants across most of the districts (Districts 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5) described the
use of classroom presentations and/or group meetings to provide students with college- and
career-related information. Participants from Districts 1 and 2 described that the high school

counselors or non-profit advisors regularly provided
classroom presentations to class of 2024 and priority
cohort students in Year 5. Presentations covered topics
such as choosing a career pathway/certification program,
college and career bingo, discussions on reasons why to

choose college, and certifications and associate degrees.

Similar to classroom/group presentations from
counselors or advisors, District 3 held “alumni day”
during which alumni came back to the high school to visit
classrooms and discuss with current students their
postsecondary paths following graduation. The District 3
coordinator said that during these discussions, alumni
shared with students how to plan and be prepared for
postsecondary paths. The coordinator explained the
value of alumni discussions, as students appeared to be
more responsive and give more weight to the comments
of recent alumni closer to their age. Class of 2024
students from District 5 discussed how local community
members visited their school to provide classroom
presentations focused on people from small towns, their
careers, and career paths. One student participant
shared that they learned a lot, adding they learned “they

Promising Practice: Use interactive
learning techniques to engage
students.

The non-profit advisor serving District
2 described “one of the [students’]
favorite” activities was college and
career bingo, where the advisor would
call out definitions and students had to
find the associated word on their
board, and then the class would
engage in a discussion on the term.
The advisor used college and career
paraphernalia as prizes for students.
The advisor said the students “really
enjoyed [the activity], and | think it
helped them to grasp the content of
what | was talking about. | did that on
all grade levels but had different
discussion at the grade levels.” Class
of 2024 student participants also
described the activity as “fun.”

can go far away, even though you’re from a small town.” Lastly, non-profit advisors serving
District 4 noted they also provided group presentations to students at the start of the year to
introduce themselves and provide grade-specific information. For example, the Grade 12
presentations included information on graduation requirements, college applications, and
financial aid. The Grades 9-11 presentations focused on providing an overview of the college
and career center within the high school and the services available through the center.

In addition to presentations of college and career information, site visit participants from Districts
3 and 4 described providing visual information throughout the school and embedding college
and career information into courses or programs within the school. District 4 reported they use
announcements to highlight student accomplishments, for example posting student
achievement, such as receiving a scholarship or being accepted into college, on the student
wall of fame in school. Grade 10 priority cohort students from District 4 also described a
program the district created, the GEAR UP Ambassador program, wherein student
representatives from each grade level were invited to help coordinate with the school to provide
and share college- and career-related information and opportunities. Lastly, class of 2024
students from District 3 noted the district provided college- and career-related information

through the college readiness course available to students.

2
ZICF

30



Texas GEAR UP: Beyond Grad Evaluation Year 5 Annual Implementation Report

3.1.3. Dedicated Advising Spaces
As a strategy for expanding high school advising, GEAR UP aimed to establish a dedicated
physical space for advising at participating high schools. In Year 3, during the COVID-19
pandemic, participating districts adapted this strategy to include virtual advising spaces for
students and parents. In Year 4, districts transitioned back to dedicated in-person advising
spaces; however, some continued to offer virtual space(s) as well, including online platforms
such as Google Classroom, which remained consistent in Year 5.

During the site visits, all six participating districts noted they had a dedicated advising space
available to students and parents in Year 5. Spaces included college and career centers or
repurposed classrooms within the school or library. In Year 5, the dedicated advising space in
District 1 moved to a space that was slightly bigger and closer to the school counselors’ offices.
The District 1 coordinator explained the hope for the shift:

What they’re trying to work on this year [is determining] if [the advising space]
worked better if it was closer to the counselors. If the kid went in there with a
counselor to ask a question, they could just directly send them across the
hallway instead of across the school.

A participating District 5 counselor said the college and career center had an open-door policy
as students were encouraged to stop in at any time with a question. Overwhelmingly, across
several of the participating districts (Districts 3, 4, 5, and 6) students shared they were
comfortable visiting their district’s college and career advising centers. A class of 2024 student
from District 3 said, “It's never intimidating, it's never like, ‘Oh, I'm scared to go.’ It's a friendly
environment, so you have the confidence to actually go [in] and ask.” Participating students
noted they would visit their college and career centers for help with scholarship applications, for
guidance on whether they should take dual credit courses, to check their transcripts or grades,
to borrow a school Chromebook, or to see upcoming events posted on the bulletin board.
Priority cohort Grade 10 students from District 4 reported the college and career center
disseminated relevant information via email to all students as well.

Conversely, class of 2024 students from Districts 1 and 2 noted while they knew where the
college and career centers were, they visited infrequently. A class of 2024 student from District
1 mentioned the school did not advertise the center:

It’s very weird; they put it out there, but they don't really tell people about it. So as
a student, if you know about it, you can go to it. Not very inviting.

Class of 2024 student participants from District 2 noted the site visit focus group was the first
time they had been in the college and career center.

3.1.4. Individualized Advising Services for Students and Parents
Individualized college and career advising continued to be provided to students and parents
during Year 5. GEAR UP established individualized college and career advising services as
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project objectives for class of 2024 and priority cohort students and parents.?? Students,
parents, and personnel from all six districts reported during site visits and/or in surveys that
individual advising sessions were conducted in Year 5.

STUDENT ADVISING

In Year 5, all six districts delivered individualized advising sessions to students. Site visit
participants from across the six districts shared that individual advising services were offered by
either the non-profit advisors or high school counselors. Across the districts, 49% of student
survey respondents reported meeting one-on-one with their school counselor, advisor, or GEAR
UP staff in Year 5, a similar frequency compared to Year 4 (Tables D.35-D.36, Appendix D).
During site visits, most, if not all, of the class of 2024 and priority cohort student participants
from Districts 2 and 3 noted they had met with their non-profit advisor for an individual advising
session at least once in Year 5, either through a formal meeting or informally when stopping by
the college and career center to ask a question. Class of 2024 students from District 2 said that
they completed career interest surveys that their non-profit advisor used to guide individual
advising sessions. Surveys included questions on students’ desired graduation and/or career
plans. For the District 2 students who had not yet met individually with their non-profit advisor at
the time of the site visit, they had interacted with the advisor through group sessions or
presentations. Participating students from Districts 1 and 6 reported that at the time of the site
visit, they had not yet met with their non-profit advisor in Year 5.

Student survey respondents from across the districts who reported participating in one-on-one
counseling reported the topics they discussed during their session. Figure 3.3 provides an
overview of the top three topics students reported discussing by grade. For all students,
regardless of grade, the most frequently reported topic by student survey respondents was their
grades (68%—81%). For Grade 9-11 students, that was followed by course selection and
scheduling (58%—70%) and college plans (51%-59%) (Figure 3.3; Tables D.16 and D.18,
Appendix D). Among Grade 12 student respondents, the top three topics were focused on the
student’s postsecondary plans, with the most commonly reported topics following grades being
college applications (57%) and college plans or interests (55%) (Figure 3.3; Tables D.16 and
D.18, Appendix D).

22 The relevant objectives are Project Objective 6.3: Each year, 90% of class of 2024 students will receive
at least one comprehensive, individualized college and career counseling session; Project Objective 6.4:
By the end of the third year, 50% of primary cohort parents will receive at least one individualized college
and career counseling session.
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Figure 3.3. Top Three Topics Students Discussed in One-on-One Counseling/Advising
Sessions by Grade, Grade 9-12, Year 5 (2022-23)

_ Grade 11 (n=272) Grade 12 (n=309)
* My grades (68.1%) * My grades (74.6%) * My grades (80.9%) * My grades (72.8%)
*Course » Course *Course * College applications
selection/scheduling selection/scheduling selection/scheduling (57.0%)

(57.6%) (69.5%) (59.9%) +College plans or
« College plans or * College plans or « College plans or interests (54.7%)
interests (50.9%) interests (58.6%) interests (50.7%)

Source. GEAR UP: Beyond Grad Student Survey administered in Year 5 (spring 2023).
Note. Response percentages will not add up to 100% because respondents were able to select multiple responses.
Class of 2024 students were in Grade 11 in Year 5.

Comparing topics discussed during advising sessions across the years, some topics were
significantly different from Year 4 to Year 5, where a higher percentage of students in Year 5
indicated that they discussed student’s grades (74%) and course selection/scheduling (58%)
when compared to Year 4 (68% and 53%, respectively) (Table D.17, Appendix D). Conversely,
significantly fewer student respondents reported discussing their personal graduation plan
(37%), college applications (30%), financial aid for college (23%), and the Texas financial aid
graduation requirement (12%) (Table D.17, Appendix D).

Year 5 student survey respondents who reported participating in an individual advising session,
reported the highest mean agreement that the session(s) provided them with information on the
grades and test scores needed to achieve their college and career goals (with a mean score of
2.97), helped them select the best classes to take to achieve their college and career goals
(with a mean score of 2.94), and helped them develop a plan for their education (with a mean
score of 2.93) (Table D. 33, Appendix D). Comparing agreement across years, although
students generally Agreed that the sessions provided information on ways to prepare for college
entrance exams and information that was specific to a student’s individual needs or interests,
the level of agreement was significantly lower in Year 5 (mean scores of 2.75 and 2.86,
respectively) than in Year 4 (mean scores of 2.83 and 2.95, respectively) (Figure 3.4; Table
D.34, Appendix D). However, it should be noted that in Year 5, more students participated in the
student survey than in Year 4. Since these groups of students may be different, longitudinal
results should be interpreted with caution. Figure 3.4 provides additional detail about the
breakdown for each year as well as additional student perceptions of one-on-one advising.
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Figure 3.4. Student Agreement Levels regarding One-on-One Counseling Sessions,
Year 2 (2019-20)-Year 5 (2022-23)

The counseling/advising session(s) provided/helped me ...

2.73
... with information about how to pay for education after = 2.93

high school.

AT 2

...decide which college entrance exams | should take.

... with information about ways to prepare for college
entrance exams.

... to develop a plan for my education.

... with information on what grades and testing scores
are needed to achieve my goals for my education and
career.

... to select the best classes to take to achieve my
goals for my education and career.

... with information that was specific to my individual
needs/ interests.

... | spoke with my family about some of the topics that
were covered in my counseling/advising session(s).

Year 2 (n=891-910) # Year 3 (n=486-493)
®Year 4 (n=801-816) ¥Year 5 (n=1,105-1,152) 1.00 2.00 3.00 4.00

Source. GEAR UP: Beyond Grad Student Survey administered in Year 2 (spring/fall 2020), Year 3 (spring 2021),
Year 4 (spring 2022), and Year 5 (spring 2023).

Note. Year 2 responses included students in Grade 8-12. Year 3, Year 4, and Year 5 responses included students in
Grade 9-12. Items “The counseling/advising session(s) helped me decide which college entrance exams | should
take,” and “The counselling/advising session(s) provided me with information about ways to prepare for college
entrance exams” were asked only in Year 4 and Year 5. The item “The counselling/advising session(s) provided me
with information about how to pay for education after high school” was not asked in Year 4. Scale used to determine
mean rating: 1-Strongly Disagree, 2-Disagree, 3—Agree, 4—Strongly Agree. Respondents who selected | don’t
know/Not applicable were not included in this analysis.

*The counseling/advising session(s) provided me with information about ways to prepare for college entrance exams
significantly differed from Year 4 to Year 5: t(1,725.54) = 2.5, p<.05.

**The counseling/advising session(s) provided me with information that was specific to my individual needs/interests
significantly differed from Year 4 to Year 5: t(1,744.90) = 2.6, p<.01 .

Overall, student survey respondents who reported participating in a one-on-one counseling
session reported being Satisfied with their session with a mean score of 3.00, which was similar
to student satisfaction in Year 4 (Figure 3.5; Tables D.37-D.38, Appendix D).
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Figure 3.5. Student Satisfaction with One-on-One Counseling
Sessions, Year 2 (2019-20)-Year 5 (2022-23)

4.00

3.14 3.15 200
3.00 N
2.00 \
1.00 N

Year 2 (n=896) =Year 3 (n=486) ®mYear 4 (n=785) =Year5 (n=1,125)

Source. GEAR UP: Beyond Grad Student Survey administered in Year 2 (spring/fall
2020), Year 3 (spring 2021), Year 4 (spring 2022), and Year 5 (spring 2023).

Note. Year 2 responses included students in Grade 8-12. Year 3, Year 4, and Year 5
responses included students in Grade 9—12. Scale used to determine mean rating: 1—
Strongly Dissatisfied, 2-Dissatisfied, 3—Satisfied, 4—Strongly Satisfied. Respondents
who selected | don’t know/Not applicable were not included in this analysis.

Outside of advising with non-profit advisors, several district staff noted other staff at their school
who provided individual student advising in Year 5. For example, participants from Districts 1, 2,
and 4 described student individual advising sessions with school counselors; the topics covered
in the sessions varied by district. Participating District 1 students noted they met with their
school counselor to discuss graduation requirements and academic performance but had not
discussed their college and/or career paths after graduation. The District 1 counselor said, as
they were new to the district this year, one of the biggest barriers in advising was the time it
takes to fully get to know the students. Student participants from District 2 shared that they met
with their school counselors exclusively for course scheduling. District 4 student participants
described how they typically were pulled out of class every 4 to 5 weeks to meet individually
with a counselor, mainly to discuss their grades, transcripts, and future aspirations. District 4
students said the most useful part of the discussions was having an individual who was
knowledgeable of the college application process let them know if they were on track and to
provide specific tasks on which to focus.

In addition to counselors, District 5 class of 2024 and priority cohort students who participated in
the site visit reported that they met with their district’'s college and career advisor individually
and through larger group presentations in Year 5. Class of 2024 students from District 5
explained the group sessions focused predominantly on broad topics while the individual
sessions were more specific to the students’ needs and aspirations. Even so, a District 5
counselor noted that advising high school students in Year 5 was challenging due to issues with
student attendance. For example, they said it was hard to meet with several students or to hold
them accountable through email, phone calls, or even home visits; the counselor attributed this
to lasting impacts from the COVID-19 pandemic.

Of the student survey respondents who reported not participating in one-on-one advising in
Year 5, the most common reason reported was not knowing the meetings were being offered
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(57%) (Tables D.39-D.40, Appendix D). However, overall student survey responses on reasons
they did not participate in one-on-one advising significantly differed from Year 4 to Year 5 (Table

D.40, Appendix D). Due to barriers with staffing non-profit advisors, class of 2024 and priority
cohort student participants from Districts 1, 4, 5, and 6 noted they had not met with their non-
profit advisor in Year 5. Additional information on reasons students did not participate in
advising is presented in Section 3.8.1. Student Recommendation