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Step UP

Introduction

Step UP is a student retention program that employs life coaching techniques as a means to connect with and engage participants.  Faculty and staff from constituencies across the campus serve as Step UP coaches to meet with students; all are volunteers.  During weekly meetings, coaches encourage, guide, and support their Step UP students as they make the transition to college.  Although Step UP targets at-risk students, it is open to all students.  
Clear description of the college completion obstacle addressed

At Howard Community College, 68 percent of new students place into at least one developmental course.  Of those who persist (those who attempted 18 credits within their first two years, per the state degree progress metric definition), 66% of the developmental completers graduate and/or transfer within four years. Though HCC offers many resources to help students overcome academic and personal obstacles, data reveals that developmental students do not take advantage of those resources.  Furthermore, when a focus group of students who failed a developmental course was asked what factors contributed to their failure, the most frequent reasons were:  financial and family problems, academic rigor, and that their success or failure did not matter to anyone.  In creating Step UP, the original mission was to improve the success and retention of developmental education students by helping them connect to college resources and providing support from a trusted "coach."  The program was so successful that after a few semesters, the mission was broadened so that all Howard Community College students are welcome though emphasis continues to be serving developmental students.

Theory of action that provides the basis for the strategy

Research indicates that students who are connected to their college, the faculty and their peers have the best chance for success.  Providing those connections is the goal of Step UP.  With a trusted Step UP coach, students have someone to listen to their concerns, help them connect to resources, encourage and motivate them, and provide support as they make the transition to college.   

History of how the strategy was developed

Step UP is a grassroots program.  The idea evolved from the 25-member cross-functional Developmental Education Committee, which in 2003, sought to create a program to improve the success and retention of developmental students.  Members of the committee researched case management models, spoke with colleagues, interviewed developmental education students, and collaborated with a certified life to coach to create the model for Step UP.  

From the start, Step UP has been a voluntary program.  In spring 2005, 15 members of the Developmental Education Committee volunteered to serve as coaches.  By fall 2012, Step UP had grown to over 225 trained coaches; 115 of them coached during the fall semester.  Today, coaches come from all employee groups including the president, two vice presidents, the chair of the Board of Trustees, full-time faculty, full-time staff, adjunct faculty and part-time staff.

The population of students served by Step UP has also grown and diversified.  Originally, only developmental education students were invited to join.  Today, our students represent programs throughout the college.  ESL students have especially embraced Step UP as a means of easing their transition into American culture.  From 15 students the first semester, Step UP has grown to serve 120 students in fall 2012.

How outcomes are measured

Howard Community College is an institution that values assessment.  From the outset, Step UP adopted a philosophy of continuous quantitative and qualitative evaluation.  For students assessment includes demographic analysis, surveys of their Step UP experience, focus groups to collect qualitative data, and analysis of academic progress and retention.  The office of Planning, Research and Organizational Development (PROD) has worked with the Step UP team from the start to help collect and analyze the data.  Results have consistently shown that students who participate in Step UP for at least one semester have consistently higher GPAs than students who do not participate in the program or do not complete a full semester in Step UP.  Furthermore, Step UP students continue their studies at HCC at a higher rate than students who do not participate.  (See attached data report.)  
For coaches, assessment consists of surveys, training workshop evaluations, and forums to listen to ideas for improving Step UP.  Participation of coaches has steadily increased since 2005 which is testament to the success of the program.  Because Step UP is valued by the administration, faculty and staff continue to volunteer to coach.

Challenges or difficulties

Administering Step UP has become a challenge.  Since the beginning, the program has been led by a leadership team that represents different areas of the college including:  a director (who is a full-time faculty member), a coach trainer (who is also a staff member), a part-time assistant director, the assistant director of retention services, and a full-time faculty member.  The assistant director is the only paid position; everyone else volunteers.  That leadership model has worked very well, but Step UP is growing fast and requires more time and knowledge to run effectively.  Furthermore, the administration of HCC encourages growth.  Because the program has been so successful, they would like to involve more students.  Furthermore, the Step UP leaders have new ideas for growing and improving the program.  A full-time assistant director is vital if the program is going to continue to thrive and grow; it cannot be sustained with the current model.  

To compensate full-time faculty and staff for their time and commitment, professional development credit is given for attending mandatory training sessions and monthly meetings, and time to meet with students is readily granted by department heads.  Part-time staff and adjunct faculty are given a $300 stipend for the time and commitment they provide.  In the beginning, there were few part-time employees, so the stipends were not a big cost.  As interest in participating in the program has grown, many more part-time employees have enthusiastically wanted to participate, and the stipends are now the most expensive item in the Step UP budget.  Inclusion of part-time employees is necessary to grow the program; it is important to include part-time employees in a program that reaches across all departments in the college.  The leadership team is considering alternatives and trying to gauge the impact on the program if stipends are removed.  

Factors most important to success of the program

Many factors have contributed to the success of Step UP.  For one, it is a grassroots program.  It was created and implemented by a team of passionate faculty and staff who were dedicated to student success. 

 From the start, Step UP has had the full support of HCC administration.  Even when the program was floundering, the administration encouraged the Step UP leadership team to explore and try new ideas; they always believed in Step UP and the leaders. 

 Furthermore, Step UP is not "owned" by any division in the college.  The leadership team is comprised of faculty, a student services representative, and staff.  They report directly to the Vice President of Academic Affairs.  As a result, Step UP is a college-wide program and invites employees from every sector to participate.  That is a huge reason for the success of the program.  Faculty and staff from all areas volunteer as coaches.  Training is provided by an experienced life coach, and monthly meetings bring coaches together to share experiences and learn new coaching skills.  Those skills are valuable in their coaching and in all areas of their work and personal lives.   

Because of effective recruiting techniques, participation in Step UP has steadily grown.  To recruit new coaches, a variety of strategies are used.  A call for volunteers is placed in the President's weekly update.  In May, Step UP leaders participate in the HCC Innovation Fair to highlight the program and invite faculty and staff to volunteer.  In addition, the leadership team meets with constituency groups to describe the program and invite individuals to join.  

Recruiting students also takes many forms.  At New Student Orientation, a member of the leadership team explains the program and invites students to join.  During Step UP week, the third week of the semester, several strategies are used to inform students about the program and invite them to participate including:  class visitations, showing a Step UP video in developmental and ESL classes, asking coaches to wear their Step UP shirts to highlight the pervasiveness and scope of the program, and placing messages on the information monitors throughout campus.

Training sessions for coaches is another important factor that contributes to the success of Step UP.  Four hours of mandatory training is required of anyone who plans to coach.  During that time, participants learn and practice life coaching skills.  Furthermore, monthly training sessions are provided for coaches to share experiences, ask questions, and learn about college resources, and hone coaching skills.

What didn't work and why

In the original model of Step UP, the focus was on recruiting students.  Colleagues from a nearby college warned that without incentives, students would not participate.  Therefore, a lot of time and energy was devoted to creating invitations and planning elaborate parties to entice students.  As a result, students volunteered, but they did not persist throughout the semester.  At the end, few students remained.  After two semesters, it was clear a new approach was needed.

Instead of planning parties to attract students, we designate the third week of the semester as Step UP week.  During that time, volunteers visit First Year Experience classes to describe the program and invites students to participate, and a Step UP video is shown in all developmental and ESL classes.   By that time in the semester, students have an idea of what college is like and whether they would benefit by having a coach.  Furthermore, a message in the President's Weekly Update reminds faculty to encourage their students to join the program.  This process has been successful, and word has spread.  The program is now fully integrated into HCC culture.

Suggestions for replication

Step UP is readily replicable.  Three qualities make Step UP unique and should be considered by any institution considering a similar program.  First, infusing the life-coaching model as the method to connect to students has provided coaches with a new set of skills and a positive way to reach out to students.  Another vital characteristic is a community of employees willing to step outside of their day-to-day work to give their time, energy, and compassion to students without additional compensation.  Finally, Step UP is a grassroots program; the idea came from faculty and staff, and it is fully supported by HCC administrators.  For an institution to successfully adopt a program similar to Step UP, it must have widespread support from faculty, staff, and an administration that is willing to commit sufficient resources to the program.

Comment on any federal requirement that had to be considered

Adherence to FERPA guidelines is vital, and this fact is emphasized over and over again in Step UP training sessions.  Confidentiality between students and their coaches is imperative; it is the foundation of a trusting relationship and thus the hallmark of Step UP.  As such, it is the focus of training workshops and a concept that is continually reinforced.

