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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for standing by. At this time all participants are in listen-only mode. After the presentation we will conduct a question-and-answer session. To ask a question, please press star and then 1. This call is being recorded. If you have any objections, you may disconnect at this point.

Now I'll turn the meeting over to your host, Mr. (Durrell Bonner). Sir, you may begin.

(Durrell Bonner):
Thanks, (Nicole). And good morning everyone. Thank you everyone who heeded our advice and dialed in ten minutes early. We really appreciate it and hope that you were entertained by great elevator music.


My name is (Durrell Bonner) and I work at the U.S. Department of Education and will be leading today's call on Greg's behalf.


If you're joining for the first time, welcome. As many of you know, these calls last for one hour, with the last 15 minutes allocated for Q&A.


I want to thank you for joining us this morning in what's sure to be a vital discussion about how to mitigate the phenomenon often referred to as the Summer Melt. Today's presenters will discuss several different low-cost strategies that you could implement to help your students in their college matriculation.


Before I introduce today's speakers, I wanted to take a quick moment to update you on a few topics, first being that today the First Lady will be hosting her second event as part of her education initiative. The First Lady will visit T.C. Williams High School in Alexandria, Virginia to talk to a group of seniors around FAFSA. The event of course is continuing her efforts to support the College Access Community and it's happening now which where Greg our leader is and is the reason he is unable to join today's call.

Also Secretary Duncan is interested in recognizing innovative college access activities using ads, social media platforms. So if you know of any that are tweeted or show up in the print media and/or on television and the radio, Greg is asking that you ping him. And his email address is greg.darnieder@ed.gov.


In addition, if you're planning a college signing day event this spring, please send information on the date and your contact info (@ed) and the First Lady staff are interested in knowing when these will be occurring.


And finally, just a reminder to send additional names to be added to the Affinity Group. If you know of someone who's interested in this topic, we certainly want to encourage you to share information about the call, and you can send that information to our email which is collegeaccessaffinitygroup@ed.com.


Joining us for this call will be Lindsay Page, a Research Assistant Professor of Education at the University of Pittsburgh; Laura Owen, Assistant Professor of School Counseling at Johns Hopkins University, Erin Cox who's the President of uAspire; and Ben Castleman who's the Assistant Professor of Education and Public Policy at the University of Virginia.


With that, I'd like to turn the call over to Lindsay who will begin today's presentation entitled "Opportunities for College Intending Students at Risk for Summer Melt." Lindsay?

Lindsay Page:
Thanks very much. Hi everybody. Very delighted that you're all able to join us today in various states of winter storms that we know folks around the country are experiencing.


Just to give you a little bit of a roadmap for what we're going to do today, and then I'm actually going to quickly turn it over to Ben who's going to kick us off. So first Ben is going to start out by sort of laying the groundwork for us, defining, reminding everybody what we mean by summer melt, and talking about some of the reasons why summer melt occurs for students. After Ben, Ben will turn it over to Erin Cox, President of uAspire, who has really led amazing work in their organization to implement summer strategies for mitigating summer melt. And so Erin will talk about those and really give you a sense of the experience of practitioners on the ground.

I'm then going to - we've been able to partner with uAspire for a number of years to implement that work in the context of randomized controlled trials. And so through that work we've generated very strong evidence about the impact of these interventions on students' college-going outcomes both initial enrollment and in some cases persistent several semesters later. So I'll present some of those results to you.

And then finally I'll turn it over to Laura Owen from Johns Hopkins University who has led a bunch of wonderful work in the Austin, Texas area as well as in the Baltimore area where we've also implemented these kinds of interventions, and Laura has done a lot of work to talk with counselors about their experiences in implementing this work on the ground in the public school district context.


So with that I'm going to turn it over to Ben and I'll just remind my colleagues that we'll provide as much stage direction as possible to let you know what slide we're on. I believe there's a slide deck that was circulated. So we're turning it over to Ben, I'll invite everybody to flip to the second slide in the deck.

Benjamin Castleman:
Great. Thank you, Lindsay, and thank you again everyone for joining us. And we certainly look forward to answering any questions you have during the call if we have time, or we are all happy to be in touch with you afterwards.


So as Lindsay said, we're on Slide 2 now. The issue of summer melt is one that we've been studying for several years now going back to 2006-2007 when I was a school administrator in Providence, Rhode Island, and I had the chance to partner with a great researcher are Boston College named Karen Arnold to do a qualitative study of our high school graduates. And we've set out with the goal of understanding what students' transition to college would be like.


We were very surprised to learn that of the students we interviewed, these were all students who had been accepted to college, micro-financial aid. They'd even paid financial deposits to - at the college they planned to attend, up to a third of them reconsidered where or even whether to go to college in that summer after high school. And as we talk with the students and certainly in the...
Lindsay Page:
Hello? Hello?

(Durrell Bonner):
Hi, Ben. I think your call - you're muted or...
Coordinator:
Excuse me, speakers.

Lindsay Page:
Yes.

Coordinator:
Yes. Mr. Castleman has been disconnected from the line.

Lindsay Page:
Okay.

(Durrell Bonner):
Perfect. So it's going to take Ben a second or two to log back on to the call. Laura, do you want to continue the presentation?

Lindsay Page:
So this is Lindsay. So maybe I will just continue talking until Ben is able to join us again. Sorry for the technical difficulty.


So as Ben was saying, really building on this work that he started in Providence, Rhode Island, together with Karen Arnold, after finding out that large shares of students, it was really a revelation for them that large shares of students who looked to be college ready and college intending at the time of high school graduation, a third of those students reconsidered where or whether to enroll in college only several months later.


And so what they did after that was they began to dig into reasons why this summer melt may be happening. And by talking with students, by doing a lot of qualitative work to learn from students really what was happening for them over the summer. And what this work illuminated was that the summer is quite a tumultuous time for students. That in addition to perhaps having cold feet about whether or not to continue on to college, there are also a number sort of logistical tasks that students need to take care of in the summer months that can create large barriers for students.


So, looking at Slide 2, we've enumerated some of...
Benjamin Castleman:
I'm back in, Lindsay.

Lindsay Page:
Oh there you go, Ben. Okay. Thanks.

Benjamin Castleman:
My apologies everyone.


So, Lindsay, were you just reviewing some of the hurdles students face?
Lindsay Page:
I was just about there, so take it away.

Benjamin Castleman:
Okay. So my apologies again for dropping out.


But as Lindsay may have been saying, students encounter a range of hurdles during the summer to their college enrollment. Many of these are financial in nature, like pursuing supplementary loans to meet gaps between their financial aid package and the actual cost of attendance. We found that lots of times students faced fees that they didn't anticipate associated with their orientation or applying for housing.


And then in addition to these financial hurdles, we find that students often struggle with more procedural hurdles, like registering for orientation or placement tests, completing housing applications, applying for health insurance that they needed or waiving health insurance if they can just stay on their parents' plans.


So there's a series of financial and procedural hurdles that students encounter, but these come at a time when students typically have access to little professional help. Their school counselors, in our experience, typically work on nine or ten-month contracts, so often are not available over the summer. The students have yet to engage with the supports available at their college. And if they're the first in their family to go to college, their parents often want to help but may not know how to give them specific guidance. And as a result of this, many students who have come so far in the college process and overcome so many hurdles struggle to actually matriculate.


So if you go to Slide 3, we wanted to give you a couple of more concrete examples of the types of issues that students can encounter over the summer. And so if you put yourself in the shoes of an 18-year-old who's the first in the family - in their family to go to college, imagine getting this award letter. Now if we look at the first two lines of this, those are pretty straightforward. The first one is clearly labeled a grant. The second one is clearly labeled a loan. So hopefully that student has a good chance of how much they're getting in, what they will hopefully know as free money versus what they're going to have to pay back.


Then we get down to these next two lines, what are labeled Federal Subsidized Stafford and Federal Unsubsidized Stafford. Now again if you're the first in your family to go to college and you don't have a professional counselor to talk to, you may not know whether that's grant aid or loan that you have to pay back, because it's not clearly indicated. And that may change how much you're anticipating having to pay towards the cost of college.


On the fifth line we see something labeled Federal Work Study Program. Now it's pretty clear that you're going to have to work in order to get that, but what is unclear is you might think that that's money that will be put on your - put towards the cost of your fall tuition and that you work for it down the road, when in fact this is money students only get once they've worked those hours in college. So again the student may think that their tuition - fall tuition bill will be $1300 lower than it actually winds up being.


And then finally, if you look over to lower right part, you see, in my mind, probably in most people's minds, a pretty large number, financial aid award totaling $46,000. The student might assume that that award covers the entire cost of attendance at their college when in fact at this particular institution the cost of attendance may be $50,000 or $52,000. And so when the student receives their fall tuition bill, there may be a gap between what has been awarded to them and what they actually have to pay.


And so we have found in a lot of research and a lot of the organizations we've worked with, that confusions about the financial aid award letter can lead students to struggle to anticipate how much they're really going to need to come up with in order to pay for their college plans. And as a result, when they get their tuition bill, can lead them -- that usually comes in in the middle of a summer -- can lead them to really scramble either to pay the gap with that - for that college or to look into different options.


On Slide 4 we want to give you a sense of how the tuition bill itself can lead to challenges for students. So you can see here there's something that's clearly labeled Total Charges $13,900, and then something clearly labeled Total Pending Aid $11,500. Now quick math tells and tells that first-generation student that they owe something like $2400.


Now most of the bills we receive, we don't really have choice over what we pay for and what we don't. And that student and his family or her family may look at this and say, I can't afford $2400. When in fact two of the items on this tuition bill may be things the student can waive. So, second row is something labeled Tuition Under Grant Access, that's a charge that the student has to pay for taking more than a full-time load in class. And so if they were willing to just take a full-time load, they could save $800.


The line below that is health insurance. If the student can stay on their parents' insurance, that would save them another $900. And so that may be the difference between $600 and $2400, which may make the difference for whether the student can go to college.

So in our experience, there are a lot of these information hurdles or kind of lack of college literacy on student's part that can stand in the way of really hardworking, really motivated students actually being able to matriculate in college. And as you can see in Slide 5, in lots of different parts of the country, we've observed a disturbing and surprisingly high share of students who intend to go to college and who've been accepted and plan to enroll as of the end of high school fail to matriculate.


So each of the percentages you see here is the percentage of college intending students who don't enroll anywhere in the fall following high school despite planning and intending to do so. You can see in Boston it's one in five students, in Philadelphia and Dallas, Albuquerque it approaches one in three students, and in Fort Worth it's upwards of one in two students who plan to continue into college but are unable to enroll. That has been a source of real concern for us and has led us to pursue partnerships with great organizations like uAspire to address these challenges to enrollment and to help students carry forward with their plans.

So with that, I'll turn it over to Erin to share some of the work we've done to mitigate summer melt.

Erin Cox:
Thanks, Ben. Can folks hear me?

(Durrell Bonner):
Yes.

Erin Cox:
Great. Thank you.


My name is Erin, I serve as President of uAspire and it's a true pleasure to be here today to talk a bit about the work that we've had the pleasure of doing with Ben and Lindsay as our research partners and really our thought and action partners. They're outstanding who we've learned a great deal from on summer melt and in many other topics over the last few years. And so my thanks to Ben and Lindsay and to Greg and (Durrell) for organizing this great call today.


Before I launch into our implementation advice (for folks), which I'm eager to get to, I just wanted to take a moment, given the diversity of participants on the call, to put the work that we've done in the context of uAspire's mission and program model.


So, very briefly, uAspire is a national non-profit based in Boston. We are hyper-focused on addressing issues of college affordability. So with that, our mission is to ensure that students have both the financial information and resources necessary to find an affordable path to and through a post-secondary education.


And we do this work in two main ways. The first is through partnerships with high schools, community-based organizations and higher-ed institutions, where our financial aid advisors who are full-time professionals are placed and tasked to support students in grades 7 through 16 in understanding and navigating the financial aid process. And the second way we do our work is by providing training and ongoing support on the issues of college affordability to frontline practitioners nationwide.


Now a few years ago, like I would guess a lot of schools and college access organizations, perhaps you on the line as well, we began to recognize the need to expand our services beyond high school graduation to include a focus on student's matriculation persistent incompletion. And one of the first steps we took on that journey was to understand the melt rate in our Boston site in partnership with doctors Castleman and Page.


To do this, we compared students' college-going intentions at high school graduation which we documented via applications to a small Last Dollar Scholarship program that we offer. And we compared that data to their matriculation behaviors the following fall which were documented via data pulled from the National Student Clearinghouse.


And in that work, as Ben has described, we found that 21% of the students who had expressed college-going intentions at high school graduation didn't matriculate into college the following fall.

So we reflected on this data point with Ben and Lindsay and ultimately decided to design a random controlled trial intervention in the summer of 2011 aimed at three main goals. First, we wanted to offer continuous support - to continue to support the students throughout the summer. Second, we wanted to improve our understanding of why this melt was happening. And third, we wanted to glean results and lessons regarding how the design interventions that mitigate melt rate amongst low-income students in the hopes that our work could be useful not only to uAspire and our partners but to college access and success (fields) in general.


Now those goals were created in 2011 but have remained constant over now three years' worth of summer melt interventions, and I'm pleased to have the opportunity to share some of the implementation lessons we've learned along the way in the hopes that they can jumpstart what might be additional efforts by other organizations on the line today to do summer melt work.


So I will transition now to Slide Number 7 and provide a brief overview of the three interventions we've done over the last three summers. And it's important to start with the point, the headline. And the headline on our learnings over the past few years is very simple. We've tried three different interventions and all of them have had measurable impact on our students.


So our message to practitioners like us and program leaders who might be on the line today is do something over the summer if you can. I'll provide a few details regarding the interventions that we did and the lessons we learned to help (start and guide) your planning, and of course we'll welcome follow-up from anyone who wishes to talk through their thoughts and design questions after today's call.

So in summer 2011 we designed an intervention focused on proactive adviser outreach. So our advisers are typically ages 24 to 30. They're strong at building a trusting relationship with students and families and partners. And they're heavily trained on issues of affordability.


And now when I say proactive adviser outreach, I mean PROACTIVE, all capitals. Our advisers use everything, from emails to phone calls, to Facebook, to meeting a student at their work, whatever we could, to find and offer initial and ongoing support to our (treatment) group students.


And one of the things that that first summer taught us that has remained true across the subsequent years of interventions is the topics on which students need the most support. And what I'll offer will resonate a lot with what Ben (offered as terms of the bricks in the pipeline) earlier.

So there were three main topics that we found we had to go offer support on most. First was on issues related to affordability, so addressing unmet needs, paying your first bill, setting up tuition payment plans, etcetera. The second piece is navigating their college's Web portal. A lot of students were surprised by the shift from paper (in the homes) to information on the Web, or didn't know how to access and navigate their college's Web portal, or perhaps didn't have access to the Internet at home. And so we did a lot of coaching and support on that. And the final topic that came a lot - up a lot was social, emotional readiness issues and concerns.


And as you might imagine, these topics were often intertwined into one student story. So our general approach in any given one-to-one meeting between an adviser and a student was to first understand the student's questions, and then validate their concerns, and enable the student to take necessary action. And the important word there is enable the student to take necessary actions because we are very focused on helping each student continue to build their self-efficacy skills.

So we did - called the school on behalf of the student. We gave the student talking points and coached through a call with a member - with the financial aid officer, another office at their intended school.


And one of our learnings from 2011 was that the time necessary to find students over the summer was both intensive and necessary. So in 2012 we designed an intervention that leveraged peer mentors to lead that outreach and invest in that time to get to see it. And by peer mentors, for us we identified and defined that as rising college juniors or seniors who had previously been served by uAspire in high school and were enrolled at popular local institutions, so that they were very relatable and personable to our target student population.


And the peer mentor used many of the same outreach strategies as the advisers had the year before. And once they reached the student, they performed the basic needs assessment on their college-going behaviors and needs.


In terms of the support provided to students, peer mentors were in general relatable messengers regarding their own stories and their own lessons learned. We share a lot of their personal experiences. And in the eyes of younger students, were the ones delivering the "real deal" about college. And students found that to be very helpful.


If a needs assessment that the peer mentor did determined that the student was in need of additional affordability support, the peer mentor referred them to meet with a full-time uAspire financial aid adviser. We separated out that content area from the peer mentor support.


And then due to the promising early results of summer work and a small amount of frustration, frankly, regarding the scalability of one-to-one in-person advising work, we took a chance and designed text methods based interventions in both 2012 and 2013. And so obviously these are - we're a bit more scalable than our in-person work and wanted to see if what we had observed the students in terms of where they were at, which is largely on their phone, (still true today), could be used to inspire action and get over some of those summer hurdles.


So to do this, we sent a series of ten text messages of college-specific information and links over each summer. And it's important to note that the messages which were issued through a platform called Signal Vine were both automated and personalized to each student's intended college. So if you think about that, if you think about like mail merge that you could do through Excel and Word, it is mail merge for texting.


The platform also enables advisers and students to have back-and-forth conversations over texts which students often use to get clarification on a task or request a meeting for additional support.


So those are the intervention we've tried so far, and now we'll transition to Slide 8, and I'll share some quick tips regarding the lessons we've learned for managing them and to support those of you who are thinking about - or in the process of designing summer program. Now again these are quick and I want to encourage anyone who has additional questions, to feel free to reach out to me.


So in terms of that summer 2011 proactive adviser outreach intervention, one thing that we were somewhat surprised by is that we had assumed it would matter significantly to - if we could maintain the connection between school year advisers and their students through the summer. And we wanted to share that it was both surprising and somewhat freeing in some ways to learn from our data analysis that we didn't have to. There was no differentiated impact between maintained and new advising - adviser-to-student relationship.


And so that can kind of be helpful for folks who think, oh, I have different staff over the summer, my school year staff isn't available over the summer. As long as you maintain a connection to the entity, that they're overseen and have an effective handoff from one person to the next, great work can still happen over the summer.

The second learning was that vacation plan - around vacation plans. So, one - basically want to avoid two things. One is that we had advisers - many advisers who were so committed that they don't take a lot of vacation in the school year and they bank it to the summer. And when we extended our program over the summer, some -- we had various reactions -- some were feeling as though they couldn't take their well-deserved vacation over the summer and some were taking all of it and creating revolving door for students.


And so we found that it was helpful to create adviser pairing who were collaboratively responsible for the management of a cohort of students. And those pairings are based off adviser skills as well as their plan to vacation, so we made sure that there was always an adviser available to support the student in each cohort.


In terms of the peer mentor learning, I think ours are very similar to other programs that leverage near peers and mentoring roles. So, imagining there'll be some smiles on the line, although I can't see them.


Number one, invest time and training in supporting your advisers, your staff to be managers. That might be a new role for them, and there are some lessons to learn there. And also pay attention to the morale of the mentors as they work to engage the students.


We'll also offer -- and this is not on the slide -- but, well, we also suggest having advisers as opposed to the peer mentors due through the needs assessment as we found that some students were hesitant to share some questions or concerns that they had, especially those related to finances within your peers. So if we had to do the peer mentor intervention over again, we would make that shift, and just focus the peer mentors on outreach.


And then should you be interested in text-based interventions, we have two main learnings to offer. One is invest time in the spring of the senior year collecting or updating cell phone numbers, and don't necessarily assume that the number they have on the phone is the same as what they have in the spring or will be the same as what they have in the summer. There's a lot of fluctuation there we found.


And in addition, you might find that your staff -- and this is kind of a bigger philosophical issue to work through -- you might find that your staff were hard-pressed to believe that actual progress can occur via text. And we definitely had some healthy skepticism about this on our team. And the main differentiator for us was investing in a platform like Signal Vine that enables advisers and students to have a text-based conversation, like the one highlighted on this slide, on Slide 8.

I'd strongly discourage using a texting platform that only enables texts to go out to students without the possibility of responses. And if it's helpful, feel free in building belief that effective advising can happen over text. I'd offer to to feel free to share the example of the text-based conversation on this slide which was pulled directly from our summer work last year.


So those of you who are interested in (designing) interventions, I wanted to point you to some resources that we found helpful in our work. And I know there's many more out there, so this is just some suggestions for you. On Slide 9, I want to highlight three things quickly.


One is the strategic data project guide to summer melt provides fantastic tools and resources to support both the design and implementation of summer melt intervention. Secondly, uAspire provides training on issues related to affordability, and summer melt based on our experiences and your needs, and we'll be happy to offer that to folks if that's of interest.


And finally, the folks at Signal Vine are actually -- who run the texting platform -- are now offering a summer melt package for those interested in using texting in the summer program. So I'd encourage folks to contact (Brian) if that's an interest to you in this work.


Okay. That's my quick crash course in three years of implementation. And with that, I'll hand it over to Lindsay to dive into the results of all this work.

Lindsay Page:
Thanks so much, Erin.


So I'm going to preview or just sort of highlight some of the results that we've observed across several summers now, summer melt interventions. And so one thing that I wanted to say just as introduction to this work or remind the group is that all of this work has been in the context of randomized controlled trials or lottery-based studies. And so what that means is that at a flip of a coin we identified all of the students who would be eligible for summer outreach.


And then because we really wanted to understand the impact of the outreach so that organizations like uAspire and organizations like your own could have strong evidence about whether this is a cost-effective and good thing to be investing in, we explored the impact of these interventions with lottery-based study. So after identifying all of the students would be eligible for the summer outreach, those students who are college-intending at the time of high school graduation, we essentially flipped a coin and randomly picked a subset of those students to receive proactive outreach.


One thing that was really important in everybody feeling okay about doing that are really two things. The first thing was that this was a new initiative at uAspire and then the other places where we've implemented this work. And so there was really an open question about whether it would be beneficial.


And the other thing that we did was we set a guideline that the thing that we're really randomizing was the offer and that proactive outreach that Erin talked about, that no student would ever be denied summer services. If a student showed up at the door, uAspire showed up at the door of the school district that was offering the summer support. So no student was ever denied services. The thing that was really offered to students at random was the proactive outreach that Erin talked about, and that goes for all of the different interventions that she had talked about.


So going to Slide 10, the first - in summer 2011, the intervention that we implemented was the counselor-led outreach. And what you see in this chart, there are three sets of bars. The first chart looks at the impact of the summer outreach on timely fall enrollment, so whether or not students enrolled on time directly after high school graduation. And here what we see is about a 5 percentage point increase in timely enrollment, which is in the realm of educational research is both a practically large and statistically significant impact.


One thing that we worried about a lot was sort of the question of, well, are we just pushing students into college to have them - to have them fail once they're there? And if that's what we were doing, then we were arguably doing a disservice to students if they were investing in college, if they were taking on loans and taking on debt and then not having success once they were there. And so it was very important for us to examine not just timely fall enrollment but whether or not the treatment controlled differences that we observed initially, whether those differences persisted through the end of freshman year. And so far we've been able to follow students into their sophomore year.


And so the second set of bars in, again, on Slide 10, shows the difference in whether or not kids persisted through their first year of college. And then the second - I'm sorry, the third set of bars looks at whether or not students persisted into the second year of college, persisted into their sophomore fall.


And so when we looked at this data, we were - well, we see attrition in both groups, what we were particularly sort of gratified to see, was that the treatment controlled differences persists across time and it actually looks as though they get a little bit bigger over time.


And one thing that Erin had noted in sort of the philosophical approach to thinking about summer melt, is that the work was really about educating the student and helping the student to be better handling the tasks that he or she needed to complete, rather than simply doing the tasks on the student's behalf.


And, you know, while we don't have concrete evidence that that's what's going on, we think that that story is consistent with what we see in our data, that the help and the learning that students are getting over the summer may be persisting into their college careers, such that they're better able to handle tasks like all of their paperwork, like registering for courses, like renewing their FAFSA several semesters into college. So the summer is really an opportunity not only to help students with these tasks but also to educate them about how to handle similar tasks as they continue on in their college career.


Now I just have two slides that I'll go through relatively quickly, on the peer mentor intervention and the text message intervention. So in Slide 11, now we're looking at impacts of the text message campaign that we ran in the summer of 2012. And I'll say that, again sticking to my 15-slide limit, I had to take this slide out.


But what we saw in the text outreach impacts, we saw a very similar pattern with the peer mentor outreach. And here what we found, we were able to separate the data out by prior levels of academic achievement. And what we found was both the text outreach and the peer mentor outreach were particularly impactful for students who had sort of midlevel GPAs. So, not necessarily the high-flyers academically or students who struggled academically in high school, but kids in the middle who were academically prepared for college but perhaps these students didn't get as much college related support and intention - attention while they were in high school.


Going on to Slide 12, we additionally see that the - here presenting results both for the peer mentor intervention and for the text message intervention, we found that both of these approaches were also particularly impactful for students who at the time of high school graduation said that they plan to go to college but didn't necessarily have a specific institution nailed down. And so that might be a strong indication at the beginning of the summer that these are students who are hoping to continue on to college but could use more help and support to really solidify their plan and take the steps that they need in order to matriculate.


So the last thing that I'll say, in closing my section before I turn it over to Laura, is I think that, I hope Erin would agree, that there's been tremendous value in not only implementing these interventions but also studying them really, really rigorously. And so if you are interested in implementing these kinds of program in your own organizations, I really encourage you to think hard about adding a research component to your work, and I think that Ben and I in particular would be glad to talk with you about that and provide you advice on where you can get that research support if it's not something that is a capacity that you have within your own organization. So, just lots of great opportunities to learn about how to fine-tune this work, and to really understand, one, whether this kind of work would be beneficial in your organization, and two, how to do it most effectively and efficiently.

So with that plug for research, I'm going to turn it over to Laura who will share more about counselor's perspective on implementing this work in a public school district context.

Laura Owen:
Hi everyone. It's exciting to be here with you this morning. And just to give you a little bit of context about how I became involved in this work.


In 2011 I had the opportunity to be involved with the first year that the U.S. Department of Education rolled out the FAFSA Completion project. And so we were working in large school districts, the 20 largest school districts in the country, we're able to get real-time information and where students weren't completing their FAFSA application.


And because of that work, we came to realize that many of these students were first-generation college-going students that were being supported through the school year to be able to receive financial aid but didn't necessarily matriculate to college. And so I was able to find out about the great work that Ben and Lindsay and Erin were doing. And we were able to connect and Ben and Lindsay and I started working with different school districts around the country with school counselors to look at, how could we work in collaboration with them to look at the issue of the summer melt and the work that school counselors were doing to connect students to their post-secondary education plan.


And so specifically I'm going to speak to Austin, Texas where we were this past summer in 2013, so you can take a look at the next slide. And Ben and Lindsay and I had the opportunity to work in collaboration with the University of Texas Ray Marshall Center, the Austin Chamber of Commerce and the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board. And we partnered with five school districts in the Austin, Texas area. All five of these school districts served large numbers of students from low-income background.


And what we were able to do was to design an intervention where the counseling directors from each of the school districts, they hired several high school counselors who would staff the intervention over the summer. And much like the work that Erin talked about and the work that Ben and Lindsay have been involved in, we administered a high school exit survey, well, the districts administered the high school exit survey, each of the participating school districts. The students received a mailing at the beginning of the summer that gave them reminders of steps that they needed to take in order to matriculate on time in fall after high school graduation.


And what we did next was we looked at developing a series of ten text messages that basically reminded the students and their parents of the tasks that they needed to complete if they're intending college. And then we offered to connect them to school counselors from their district.


So some of the messages included Web links that would bring the students directly to a relevant page. So if it was a message about college orientation, then it provided a link to the orientation registration Web site at the student's intended college. And then if we have students who were planning to attend (a less common) institution, then they would receive a set of generic text messages. And we could talk more about that if you have questions about the specifics of the text messaging, but just wanted to give you a little bit of background of what the program looked like in the school districts in Austin.

For the purpose of delivering the text messages, the district partnered with one logo, Education Solutions. And this program actually they created and they managed the students' data dashboard from the school districts that were used by the school counselors. And then they created and added this automated free-form text message capability on the dashboard. So this was really nice that they were able to partner with existing programs that were already in place in the district.


So if you go to the next slide, what was really exciting in the summer was the opportunity to work with the school districts and go back and conduct focus groups with each of the districts. We did this as close to the end of the summer intervention as we could, barring that they also had registration demands in the beginning of the school year. So these focus groups were conducted September 5th and 6th. And we also administered a leadership survey to all the counselors. And this was based on some of the work that Dr. (Anita Young) has done looking at the leadership factors and characteristics that counselors who are involved in college and career readiness work typically exhibit. And so we wanted to see if we could understand a little bit more about the counselors that specifically were interested in doing this summer melt work and if there were different leadership characteristics that they possessed.


We wanted to understand from the focus group perspective what were some of the challenges that the students were facing, what were the strategies that counselors use to support the students? Did counselors feel like they had the ability to do this work in terms of their own self-efficacy? And then what suggestions did they have for improving this work in the future?


And so much like some of the things that Ben talked about that they learned early on in Providence, Rhode Island, we also had verification that some of these same issues were coming up again as the school counselors were working with them. Students talking about issues of misconceptions regarding costs, lack of information about financial aid, trouble getting transcript. It's the summer months, the high schools are shut down, they don't have anyone at the high school that can help them to get things that they still need to get to their community college or their university. Really feeling like they didn't have anyone to guide them in the summer. Issues around transportation came up. Not understanding the application process. A lack of resources. Fear -- fear of the unknown, fear of navigating a process that no one in their family had ever navigated. We had questions that came up around immigration status and how that impacted financial aid. And then emotional and personal barriers -- things like being scared of moving away from their parents and their family or the family being concerned that they were going to leave.


We learned about different strategies that the counselors use to try to support students. Things like setting up, you know, one-on-one appointments. Designing a game plan for each student, recognizing that each student had individual needs, and working with them to address their concerns.


They talked a lot about building those relationships. And I think I can echo what Erin said, our school counselors also felt that it didn't have to be the students that they worked with during the school year, but it was essential that when they started to work with them in the summer, that they spent time to build that relationship with the students and the family.


They also really stressed the fact that, to be supportive, they needed to be flexible. They needed to look at the time they were available. Vary their schedule. Be available in the evening. Be available early in the morning. Be available on the weekends if parents and students needed to meet with them. Think about different places to meet them, not necessarily at the school, what might be more convenient for a family.


They also talked a lot about when you send the text messages, being essential that when those messages are meant, that the counselors are available to respond. Because one of the things that happen that the counselors talked about repeatedly was students expected an instant response to the text message. And so when those messages went out, if they weren't there to respond to them immediately, the students actually got upset and said, why are you texting me if you're not going to answer me? So these were some things that they learned as we went - as they went through the process in the summer.

They also talked about persistence. They talked a lot about needing to solve transportation issues. Something that we might not think of, you know, commonly but many of the students couldn't even get to their orientation meetings because they didn't have transportation to get to the university. And one counselor in particular talked about renting a car and giving it to a parent who could take eight students from Austin to Houston so that they could participate in their orientation.


It was - one thing that was really interesting when we looked at counselor efficacy, the counselors overwhelmingly felt equipped to handle the questions and to support the students and the families throughout the summer. And we know this is something we don't see across the board in some of the research. So this is something we want to go back and we want to take a look at a little bit because there was something different about this set of counselors that felt like they had all the training and the support to really help the students through the summer. And I think it goes beyond just the training that we provided them. And maybe even in that (self-selection) process of, we feel equipped and we want to help students over the summer months.


And then, you know, when we talked to them about where did they turn for support, they really talked about the importance of the university and community college connections, working with other colleagues, Texas advisers, so being really connected with the college access staff.


And then some of their ideas about improving the summer intervention was, it was interesting, when you work with school counselors, they like to work with all students, they're not used to doing a randomized treatment controlled, and so they really struggled with how students got selected, and they wanted to work with every student. And some of it was really about, can we please have this program to work with everyone? They wanted to make sure that it continued. They felt like if they could use the texting and the interventions earlier in the school year and even earlier in high school, that the efficacy they could have would be much greater.


So just moving on to the last slide, in closing -- some of the implications going forward. Really important to think about how we're utilizing school counselors in the college-going process. They do have access to all students and they are excited about doing this work. And so we need to figure out how we can come up with ways that allows them to do this work.


Looking at technology strategies and how can they be used. How can school counselors use technology to be more effective and efficient in dispensing timely information to students and families?


Providing ongoing professional development. The counselors mentioned again and again in the focus group the need for ongoing professional development, how many of them had not received further professional development since they had been in their graduate program. And so that's something that's going to be important to think about for school counselors to do this work, is that they have the kind of professional development they need to be knowledgeable and to be able to really support families and students.


And then really, really important to think about who are all the stakeholders. How do we form these collaborative relationships with them so that we really can increase the number of students who graduate college and career ready.


And then finally, just one last recommendation or implication going forward is CACREP which is the accreditating body for counselor education programs, is looking at an increase in the number of credits that school counselors in training will need to take. And we believe that if we could work with CACREP to talk about this increase in credits in the number of courses they need to take, that if we at least included a college admissions counseling program in their counseling training program, that that would be something that counselors would really appreciate and then they would be able to provide the services to students.


So with that, I will turn the time back over to Lindsay. Again if there's any of you on the call that would like more information or to talk about how we worked with the school districts and we worked with the counselors, I would be happy to answer any questions. Thank you.

Lindsay Page:
Laura, thanks so much.


So in our last ten minutes -- I apologize, we're so excited about this topic that we can't stop talking about it -- but we're very excited to take some questions now. And on the slide deck that you have, all of our email addresses are there, and I'll just say that the four of us are a tight team, in contact regularly, so if you're interested in talking with any of us, you know, feel free to reach out to all of us or any one of us, and we'll share the communication among our group.

So, (Durrell), would you like to sort of navigate the question-and-answer period?

(Durrell Bonner):
Perfect. Operator, if you can go to the Q&A, it'd be great.

Coordinator:
Thank you. We will now begin the question-and-answer session. If you would like to ask a question, please press star 1. Please unmute your phone and record your name clearly when prompted. Your name is required to introduce your question. To withdraw your request, press star 2. One moment please for the first question.

Our first question is coming from Mr. (Daniel Helm). Sir, your line is open.

(Daniel Helm):
Hi. I have a question for Erin about terminology. I was a little confused about the different folks that you were using in advisory role. I heard school counselors, I heard the term adviser, and then I heard peer mentors and (near peers). Could you help me understand a little bit better who these folks were and in what capacity they played a role?

Erin Cox:
Sure. Thank you for your question. We had in - for the proactive adviser outreach model in 2011, our advisers are typically aged 24 to 30 and they're full-time professional financial aid advisers. And so they are - typically have undergraduate degrees, some have also graduate degrees in counseling or similar topics.


For the peer mentor outreach, when I use the term mentor or near peer, those were students who were either rising college juniors or seniors who were - had been advised by uAspire, who were enrolled in an institution of higher education local to the Boston area and popular to the rising class of new college freshmen, and so their experiences were quite - personal experiences were quite relevant to the upcoming college freshmen that we were targeting to serve over the summer.


And in terms of how our advisers (were used), our advisers were provided - both the - our advisers manage the proactive outreach in the first year. They managed the financial aid (specifics) and social-emotional support over the - in the second year, while the peer mentors managed the proactive outreach and needs assessment parts of the intervention. And so in the second year of intervention, we separated out, focused the peer mentors on that intensive outreach that was necessary to get students in the door, and then leverage the advisers for the more professional and complicated topics that students needed to work through.

And then in the third year, with the texting, our professional advisers managed the text - the content creation for the text as well as the responses and text-based conversations that we had with students.

(Daniel Helm):
So then you didn't use counselors the way that Austin did.

Erin Cox:
No. Our advisers worked closely with guidance counselors in the schools during the school year, but they are 12-month employees and so we were able to leverage their time over the summer to do the intervention as opposed to using school-based counselors.

(Daniel Helm):
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Thank you. The next question is coming from (Erica Scott). Ma'am, your line is open.

(Erica Scott):
Hi, good morning. This is (Erica Scott). I have a question on Slide 5. We were talking about the percentages on this map representing the number of students who did not matriculate. And I was curious, is this information being taken from the number of students who actually submitted applications and were admitted to at least one college or university in that state or in other states? What was the population of the percentages were calculated from?

Benjamin Castleman:
That's a great question. It varies a little bit by site. And for both the percentages that are on this slide as well as the results, we have papers that kind of provide this in much greater detail, you know, both the details of what we found but also which type of students these guys are based on. So you could email either Lindsay or me and we'd be happy to share these papers with you.


So it varies a bit by the sites. In Boston which comes from the uAspire data, we had percentages of summer melt based on students who had applied for a supplementary scholarship through uAspire called the Last Dollar Scholarship. And as part of the application, students indicate - students have to have met with uAspire during the year, have been accepted to college, have applied for financial aid, and they indicate on the scholarship where they plan to intend as of the end of high school. So we view these students as really strongly college-intending because they've completed so many steps, they've chosen where to go, and they've even taken the additional step of applying for a supplementary scholarship.


In some of the other sites we're basing these percentages on student responses to high school exit surveys. And so in Dallas for instance, we worked with the district to administer an exit survey in which students were asked, were they're planning to go to college in the fall, if so, where, have they been accepted to college, and so on. And so in each district, the (Polk County) and Fort Worth, the data comes from similar places. In each case the exit survey looks a little different but tends to ask those basic source of information.


And actually to correct myself, in Dallas, the exit survey -- we did administer an exit survey in Dallas but got different information from it -- the exit survey is representative of how we got the percentages in (Polk County) and in Fort Worth. In some sites like Dallas, we relied on a proxy of students' intention to go to college, in this case whether they had successfully completed the financial aid application.


And so we kind of described all of this in our papers in greater detail, but it is worth acknowledging that the percentages refer to slightly different groups of students based on how we were able to measure or proxy for students' college intention within each site.

(Erica Scott):
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Thank you. The next question is coming from Mr. (Richard Sapp). Sir, your line is open.

(Richard Sapp):
Good morning. I have a question about the texting, and can you speak to any legal hurdles that you had to clear before you were allowed to text the students or to give that information to your texting company to reach out to the students?

Benjamin Castleman:
Yes. This varied a bit by each school district that we worked with. So we certainly coordinated with our school district partners to obtain legal review of whether they could test students with or without their consent to do so. Each district's legal determination was a little different, and certainly I'm not a lawyer, so I'm not trying to make a definitive legal statement, but some of the districts felt that they could text students if the students provided their numbers voluntarily as part of their broad communication strategy with the district. Other districts felt like they had to obtain consent in some form or another.

To give you an example of another organization working on a project with the West Virginia Higher Education Policy Commission that collected students' text numbers through the college application in the state. And as part of the application, students checked the box to acknowledge that their consent or their permission to have that number be used only to send college-related information.

And so each organization with whom we've worked has taken a slightly different stance. And so I guess I would recommend to anyone on the call who's considering texting that you consult with your legal - your local legal counsel to determine what permissions if any might you require. I will also say that the federal laws around consent for text messaging changed in October 2013. And in some ways the, you know, landscape for obtaining consent or permission may be different than when we did these studies.

Lindsay Page:
(Durrell), I wonder if there's time for one more question or if you would advise that we stick closely to the timeframe and wrap up now.

(Durrell Bonner):
Perfect. So we'll do one last question please.

Lindsay Page:
Okay. Thank you.

Coordinator:
Once again to ask a question, please press star 1. You will be prompted to record your name. To withdraw your request, please star 2.


At this time there are no questions on the phone.

(Durrell Bonner):
Perfect. Any last-minute remarks, Lindsay?

Lindsay Page:
No. Just thank you to everybody for being part of the call today. We're always so glad to share about this work. And again we'd be very happy if anybody has any additional questions or they're interested in learning more about the work or receiving some of the papers that we talked about. We're all very glad to receive follow-up outreach with our email addresses on the first slide.

(Durrell Bonner):
Perfect. So today's presentation as well as all of the other presentations are available on our Web site as well as the transcripts and the audio recordings. It's a fairly long hyperlink so I won't recite it. But if you need this particular PowerPoint presentation or access to the others, just shoot us email. The email address is collegeaccessaffinitygroup@ed.gov.


Just a quick reminder that next week there is no call, so our call will resume on Wednesday February 19th with Shaun Harper of Penn who has done a significant amount of research (examining) race and gender in higher education, particularly as it relates to Black males' access to achievement.


And in the coming weeks we'll have presentations from New York City school officials on how they've used Shaun's research and other research forums to develop the principle behind their new schools. We'll also hear from (Japsa Future) on the "wasted senior year."


And as always, if you have suggestions for future topics or you'd like to present a future topic, feel free to send Greg an email. His email address is greg.darnieder@ed.gov.


Again thank you guys for joining. We look forward to seeing you on Wednesday, February 19th. Thanks so much.

Coordinator:
Thank you. That concludes today's conference. Thank you for participating. You may now disconnect.

END

