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 Promising and Practical Strategies to Increase Postsecondary Success 

Pipelines into Partnership - Overview
Pipelines into Partnership is an initiative designed to further the progression of vulnerable students to and through college and to create a replicable and scalable model that can be deployed by a wide range of sending and destination partners. The project promotes success through a four-part approach: (1) changed admissions paradigm; (2) cohort development of students and parents, including key-on and off-campus programming, visits to sending institutions, and summer programming; (3) reciprocal feedback loop between sending and receiving institutions; and (4) quality financial aid packaging without parental borrowing and creation of the Achievement Advance. 

The problem the project addresses is the recruitment and retention of vulnerable students; these are students for whom progression to college and graduation from college is a challenge. Richard Kahlenberg’s book, Rewarding Strivers, demonstrates that for students in the lowest two socio-economic quartiles with SATS between 800 – 999, the likely college graduation rate is 8% and 16%, respectively. Our solution was to develop an initiative that matches vulnerable students to non-elite colleges and creates various support systems to students and parents to improve college completion rates.
Evidence that led us to determine the importance of key factors:

1) Too many low-income students who are entering a four-year college and are capable of completing a four year degree are not persisting through graduation;

2) There is a “matching” problem whereby low-income students who have the talent to succeed in a four-year college are not choosing the right college to meet their academic and psycho-social needs, and, as a result, are either not attending college at all or are attending a two-year community college where they commonly do not progress to or beyond an associate’s degree;

3) There is a serious lack of coordination between high schools, organizations, military services and two-year community colleges on the one hand and four-year colleges on the other (all serving low-income students) surrounding the requirements and skills needed to complete a four-year degree successfully. Resultantly, there is a lack of necessary preparation of the students arriving on four-year college campuses and no feedback loop between these sending and receiving groups that enables robust and ongoing change in these institutions, leading to finger-pointing in both directions;

4) There is no comprehensive, robust and intentional “cohort” model (with some features of the cohort model deployed by organizations such as the Posse Foundation) that matches vulnerable students with less selective four-year colleges that can meet these students’ needs and facilitate their capacity to succeed in higher education, despite the availability of this model for America’s more elite colleges.
The Pipelines into Partnership Pilot
The Pipelines into Partnership Pilot program launched in December 2010 with three sending institutions providing the first cohort of 17 students (collectively called the “Mountaineer Scholars”) to Southern Vermont College (SVC). This cohort arrived on the SVC campus in August 2011. 

The initial three sending institutions were: 
· KIPP:NYC (a charter school organization)

· Institute for Student Achievement (an organization developing small public high schools within the larger public high school system)
· Boys and Girls Club of Schenectady (community organization that provides after school, week-end and summer programming in low-income urban environments)
In addition to these three institutions, we have added two more sending institutions for the upcoming academic year 2012-2013. 
· Kingsborough Community College, Brooklyn, NY (a large, urban community college serving a diverse population)
· Yonkers Partners in Education (a private organization servicing Yonkers Public Schools); students chosen from Lincoln High School, a large public high school in an urban environment
Changed admissions paradigm:  Selection of students for the entering 2011 cohort involved a changed collegiate admissions process for both the sending and receiving institution. Each sending institution followed their own unique selection process designed by its staff and aided by an SVC provided Admissions rubric. Also, the SVC Admissions Office reviewed all selected students to ensure compliance with the rubric and identify any particular concerns or possible conditions attached to acceptance (such as the need to attend the college’s Success Center or take a summer course and receive a pre-determined minimum grade).

The matching of prospective student to SVC is vital and requires a trusting relationship between the College and Sending Institutions. Inverting the usual admissions process, the Pipeline program entrusts the actual admissions choices (within pre-determined parameters) to the sending institutions (high schools, community organizations) rather than the receiving institutions, as the sending institutions are in a vastly better position to determine which vulnerable students are likely to prevail in higher education (the fire in the belly, persistence criteria). In this approach, teachers from the sending school and professors and staff from the receiving institutions will work together to provide ways of ensuring student success through a series of initiatives including: cohort mentoring, visits to the SVC campus, college personnel visits to sending institutions, student leadership development, teacher training, college support services including professional and peer mentoring.

Cohort development of students and parents/families:  During the respective students’ senior year of high school (to be altered with a community college initiative), SVC visits with the students at the Sending Institutions and the students also visit SVC at least three times before the fall semester begins.  These meetings are intended to have the students get to know members of the SVC community (including SVC student mentors) and, moreover, to see the campus to develop an understanding and familiarity of the surroundings so there is a pre-determined fit and comfort level between the student and the College.  
Most of the visits are day-long; however, a cornerstone of the cohort development model is the six-day retreat in July where parents/families and the students all arrive the first day – the parents/families have a one-day program and the students begin their week-long program.  At the end of the first day, the parents/families depart for home and the students stay in order to more fully experience SVC and learn about its academic and co-curricular offerings.  (Note that this parental on-campus visit and accompanying departure mimics that “real” start of school experience; it also enables parents/guardians to see their students in their new college setting and appreciate for themselves (since many are first generation) the nature and contours of campus life.  

Student feedback from the first orientation has been overwhelmingly positive, noting that the campus experiences helped them be more comfortable and confident when it came time for the semester to begin.  Additionally, staff from SVC also meet with parents at their respective sending institutions to begin to develop relationships and create opportunities for dialogue during the academic years ahead.  If a parent is home in NYC and cannot picture where his/her student is and doesn’t know the support systems or the personnel at the college, it is difficult to be supportive.  
Mentoring is another cornerstone of the program.  There are faculty/staff and student mentors who are trained in team-development, diversity appreciation and awareness, and positive thinking.  The mentors meet weekly with their cohort of approximately five students, although we are changing the schedule based on feedback from the current cohort, an example of lessons learned from the pilot. These meetings focus on academic success, positive interpersonal relationships and building and instilling high self-confidence.  One-on-one meetings with each mentor are conducted at least monthly formally and more frequently informally with the faculty/staff mentor in order to provide guidance to individual students. There are also social activities by cohort – from pizza making to laser tag – that further promote bonding among the students and mentors.  
Reciprocal feedback loop between sending and receiving institutions:  The reciprocal feedback loop is designed to improve the capacity of students to succeed in a four-year college and improve any misalignment between high school, community college and four year preparedness.  While still in its formative stages, this effort holds promise for ensuring that subsequent cohorts are more prepared academically and psycho-socially than a predecessor cohort, building (again) on lessons learned.
Quality financial aid packaging:  Affordability is a key concern for these students, and college choices are often diminished due to an unattainable family share portion required at many private colleges. To make a college education more affordable, the program offers a variety of approaches, including a matching grant (obtained through private SVC received grants) that literally matches what students make working on or off campus and applies those dollars (leveraged up) to reduce their educational costs.  Private donors also created a fund that can help some of the Pipeline students with expenses, and the college created a new financial instrument called an “Achievement Advance,” which is an incentive-based program that helps reduce the Advance if the student earns good grades.  What makes this possible, too, is that SVC has affordable tuition, room and board for a private college (just under $30,000 for 2011 – 2012), with considerable discounting and a commitment that the “family share” for the Mountaineer Schools will not exceed $5000 (post Pell, Stafford borrowing and work study).
SVC expects to show that, with a changed admissions paradigm, added support systems for students and their families, quality financial aid packaging and reciprocal feedback loops, vulnerable students can graduate from college at higher rates than comparable peers. While the program is in its early stage, there are some data that suggest significant progress on our goals.  

The Students
The Pipelines into Partnership program serves a vulnerable student population. In using that term, SVC is referencing a set of characteristics that are acknowledged risk factors for successful progression to and through college. For the Mountaineer Scholars, vulnerability can be defined if a student meets any one or more of the following criteria:

1) Low-income or Pell-eligible;
2) Students who likely would not have been accepted through the normal admissions process because of their credentials; and/or
3) The first student in their families to seek a four-year degree. 

2011 Mountaineer Scholars:

	94% are Pell-eligible; that is, they qualify for need-based federal grants.   
	65% are the first students in their families to seek a four-year degree, typically termed “first gen student.”  



	Average SAT score is 865 for combined math and reading scores. 


	Average high school GPA is 2.66 with a range from 1.18 – 3.36.   

	· Many held jobs during high school to help support their families. 
· Most were identified by their sending institutions as presenting academic and social challenges.
· A majority of students have high school GPA’s that reveal considerable variation. 
· Many have been responsible for caring for younger siblings and family members.
· A third of these students do not come from “traditional” family structures.
· 100% of these students are from under-represented populations. 



Semester One – Key Findings:
· Of the 17 selected students in the 2011 Cohort, all started at SVC in the Fall 2011 as planned. Commonly, there is attrition before an academic year even begins, and all colleges experience some pre-arrival melt (up to 5% of deposited students).  Unfortunately, high schools typically track only students who are ACCEPTED to college, but do not determine if they actually go to college. We know there is fall-off, although not well quantified.

· Of the 17 students in the 2011 Cohort, all re-registered for Spring semester (100% persistence Fall to Spring).  Last year at SVC, 83% of the true first-year, first-time students returned for Spring semester (it melted to 79%).  This year, 92% of SVC’s FYFT students re-enrolled in Spring semester.
· The cumulative GPA of the Mountaineer Scholars is similar to the overall GPA of SVC’s FYFT  non-Mountaineer Scholars, many of whom are also first-year, first-time students ( GPA of 2.7 compared to 2.79). This suggests that, while the Mountaineer Scholars had somewhat weaker entering qualifications on paper, they are performing at approximately the same level as their peers.  

· Of the 17 Mountaineer Scholars, only a few had a first semester GPA below 2.0.  Of the remaining students, several had GPA’s at or above 3.0.  One student admitted with conditions (including completion of a summer course in 2011) had a GPA of 3.0.  These data bode well for student progression through the academic program and suggest that these students are engaging effectively in the classroom.

· The 17 Mountaineer Scholars participated in campus events an average of 12 times, compared to 5.8 times for other students. These data suggest key connections are being made and engagement fostered critical components of student retention.  

· The SVC team is communicating with the sending institutions and strategizing about the needs of the students with weaker performance in order to determine if there are any patterns/trends that suggest improvements at the sending institution or at SVC for future cohorts.  
· Following Spring break 2012, one Mountaineer Scholar did not return to campus to complete second semester. Outreach efforts were unsuccessful. All the remaining Mountaineer Scholars (16 students) have re-registered for Fall 2012, with some staying on campus in Summer 2012 to work or attend classes.
Program costs:

$2,000 per student 
- Pre-matriculation

   $350 per student
- Programming per academic year 
$4,750 per student
- Staff/Faculty salaries and stipends 

$7,100 per student

For more information, please contact:

Anne Hopkins Gross, Dean of Students 

Southern Vermont College, 982 Mansion Drive, Bennington, VT 05201 ahopkinsgross@svc.edu or 802-447-6323

James Beckwith, Acting President 
Southern Vermont College, 982 Mansion Drive, Bennington, VT 05201 jbeckwith@svc.edu or 802-447-6319
