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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you all for standing by. At this time all participants will be in a listen-only mode. During the presentation we will be having a question and answer session.

If you have any questions, please press Star and then 1. This call is being recorded. If you have any objections, you may disconnect at this point. I will now turn the meeting over to your host, Mr. Greg Darnieder. Sir, you may begin.
Greg Darnieder:
Thanks (Brian) and good morning to everyone. Appreciate you dialing in for this week’s College Access Affinity Call. I’m really excited about hearing from the GEAR UP community as to their Near-Peer designs and how this is - the Near-Peer work is unfolding across their huge community across the country.

But before we jump into that, let me just send a huge thanks to all of you who submitted both Near-Peer calls to action videos related to the First Lady’s tying of her selection of college that she will give a commencement address at.

And we also have reviewed all of the FASFA submissions that many of you submitted. And she’s making her way back to D.C., or maybe is here -- got in yesterday, but from the Far East. But we will be meeting with her by the end of the week to make final determinations as to the winners and where she’ll be going in May and June to give those commencement addresses.

But a huge reminder that May 1 -- Friday, May 1 -- is Signing Day -- some of you call it decision day. And we are interested in hearing from you in terms of any events that you’re - that you will be holding. As we look to send various members of the administration out across the country and to join a number of these events on Friday, May 1.

We know that many of these are not happening on that specific day. They might be happening earlier that week -- or even the weeks - and even into early June. But we would love to hear from you in terms of what might be happening.

Last week, we had a fascinating presentation by folks in the Seattle area -- south Seattle specifically -- on the roadmap project. And if you were not able to tune into that call, I urge you to go to the Web site for the Affinity Group and just look at that presentation.

The integration - or their integration of data and propelling programmatic strategies is some of the best work I’ve seen in the country. And they produce an annual report that is fabulous and kind of lays out their work over the last number of years.


They’re a Race to the Top recipient from the Department of Ed, so we have additional interest in how that work is unfolding. Part of the reason I’m mentioning that is next week’s call will be from the folks running the Kalamazoo Promise. And work that’s been ongoing for eight or nine years.

And we’re going to have a researcher on the call as well as the Founding Director, Janice Brown. And others in terms of how that work in Kalamazoo is impacting not only educational outcomes, but also outcomes in the local economy and housing and such.

The - and then just one final announcement, on Wednesday, April 29 I have an idea, because many of you have developed materials around Signing Days, around FAFSA, around Summer Melt, Financial Literacy, Near-Peer strategies, kind of materials that you might be willing to share with others across the country.

So I would love to hear from you. And the idea for the call would be to give eight or nine folks who have developed these materials. If (Troy Grant) is on the phone, he sent me yesterday a Signing Day kit that they’re using in Tennessee and I asked him whether we could share this with you and others across the country, and he said sure. And I’ve asked this in the past.

And so if you are a nonprofit and have materials that you would be willing to share with your friends and colleagues across the country, send me a note April 29. My thought is to give, again, eight or nine of you four or five minutes to kind of describe what you developed and hopefully others can pick it up and run with it. So, let’s see if a session along those lines just might work.

All right. So for today we’re going to jump into the presentation in the designing and implementing the effective Near-Peer programs in secondary schools. I am a big fan -- as many of you know -- of Near-Peer strategies. Built a program along this conceptual framework and ran it for 15 years in public housing in Chicago.

And today, looking back what has now been 37 years, see the incredible impact of older adolescents -- young adults -- working with young people from their community -- separated just by a few years and the such -- in terms of the long term impact on young lives.


And so this is going to be the first of several presentations that we do on mentoring. We’ll do the Kalamazoo presentation next week. And then the following two weeks -- on April 9 and 15 -- we’re going to dive even deeper into mentoring with - after we hear today’s presentation from the GEAR UP community.

So with that, I’m going to turn this over until - for the next 40 minutes or so to our team from GEAR UP. And they will each introduce each other as the presentation unfolds.

But I’m going to turn this over to Alex Chough, who’s Vice President for Government Relations at NCCEP -- which is the National Council for Community and Education Partnerships -- the umbrella group over the GEAR UP community and partner with the U.S. Department of Education.

So with that, Alex it’s all yours.
Alex Chough:
All right. Well, thank you so much and good morning everyone. Thanks for taking time out of your very busy schedules to join us today. We’re - I think I speak for all of us in saying that we’re absolutely delighted to share some of our lessons learned on how to leverage Near-Peer mentoring models to help accelerate the college and career readiness of the students that we care about so deeply.


So, many thanks to Greg and to (Paula) for this opportunity to share and discuss this exciting work. We very much look forward to the Q and A session at the end of - following the presentation for some good dialogue.

And I genuinely believe we have a really good roster of speakers from Cal State, Fullerton and from the University of Texas who will share how they’ve designed and how they’ve implemented their Near-Peer models in a very real world context.

So before I turn over the call to them however, let me just quickly set the context. You’ll see on Slides 1 through 5 a little bit of background on GEAR UP and some of the research base around Near-Peer models.

But let me just kind of summarize at a very high level. Both of the programs that you’re going to hear about this morning are supported through the federally funded GEAR UP program -- which this year is serving 551,000 students across the country.

As you may know, GEAR UP is an incredibly competitive program. Less than one in five applicants this year were funded. And it has a, you know, really important goal. It seeks to increase the college going rates for students in low income schools.

And it does it by implementing a comprehensive suite of interventions, implementing capacity building activities at the school level, and initiating policy reforms at the local district or regional level.

And a key element of this national strategy that is GEAR UP is that we provide services to one or more cohorts of middle grade students. And then those services follow those students as they matriculate from the middle grades, through high school graduation, and in most cases, through the first year of post-secondary education.

So it really thinks about how do we strengthen the pathway as a whole to post-secondary education? And the program requires a really deep and substantive partnership between K-12 institutions of higher education and community based organizations -- hence why some of the leaders that you’ll be hearing from today are actually from the post-secondary side even though the bulk of their efforts and focus is around secondary school improvement.

The reason that this context is important is that GEAR UP enables communities to leverage external funding to develop new solutions to some of the age old challenges in getting students from low income schools prepared -- or better prepared -- to succeed in higher education.

And one of the major trends that we’ve been seeing over the years in GEAR UP is the utilization of Near-Peers to provide supplemental advising, direct one to one mentoring, and as Adriana will talk about in great detail, academic tutoring within, you know, a really well established and formal program structure.

So we’re seeing this actually -- this approach -- grow pretty rapidly. In a recent survey, the GEAR UP community -- in a report that NCCEP published -- we found that 41% of college advising services that were implemented through GEAR UP were provided by either high school students, current college students, or recent college graduates. So clearly Near-Peer mentoring -- as Greg talked about -- it’s not a new thing, but it’s really starting to take hold in the GEAR UP community as a whole.


So while the research base -- as you can see in some of the slides -- hasn’t quite caught up to this trend, there are certainly some key benefits that we know from the Near-Peer approach that Adriana and (Matt) will talk about in some detail.

The first is that we know that our Near-Peer mentors can connect with students in a way that, you know, simply stated our professionals just cannot. And there’s tremendous advantages in those - in the quality and intensity of those peer relationships.

Second, we know that peer to peer influences are so incredibly strong in secondary school. Therefore providing accessible role models to students can have a profoundly powerful effect on school culture in the quality of our services.

And lastly -- and I won’t belabor this point because we’ll address this quite a bit -- we know that training and deploying Near-Peer mentors can substantially increase the overall capacity of our school advising infrastructure in a way that’s cost effective while also insuring quality and fidelity.

So, you know, I’m preaching to the choir here, but given how much we ask of counselors and school leaders already, I can’t - I just simply cannot emphasize enough how important this influx of talent, this influx of time, and this influx of focus can have on achieving our college readiness schools.

Yet we also know that this work is not without its design and implementation challenges. If it was easy, we wouldn’t have to have a call like this today. Everybody would be doing it.

So let’s jump into some of the lessons that we’ve learned as a GEAR UP community on how to do this work effectively. So let me just very quickly introduce some of my colleagues and then I’ll turn it over to them.

Adriana is the Director of the GEAR UP program at Cal State, Fullerton. Matt is our Director of College Access at the University of Texas’ Institute for Public School Initiatives. And then wrapping up the call we have Willie who himself is a Near-Peer mentor as part of Texas’ GEAR UP work.

I will say having gotten to know Willie a little bit over these last couple of weeks, he’s an immensely talented young man who will probably be all of our boss’s one of these days.

So just know that we will have ample time for questions and answers at the end of this presentation. So Adriana -- if you’re ready -- the floor is yours.
Adriana Badilo:
Well, thank you Alex. And again, thank you everyone who is participating this morning. Again, it’s a pleasure for me to be here with you and to be able to share our efforts here at Cal State University, Fullerton through our GEAR UP program.

If you’re following on the PowerPoint, my slides begin on Page 7. Again, our GEAR UP partnership here at Cal State University, Fullerton is a joint effort between us, Anaheim Unified School District, and our local community partners to address, obviously, the need for college preparation enrollment and success within our students.


As part of our efforts, one of our core initiatives has always been to provide students with a number of opportunities to receive academic content support and mentorship from our college student staff.

I think when we first began our GEAR UP efforts our initial program implementation for our college student staff was for them to provide academic support. But currently -- and after learning what we’re doing -- we realize their importance and the role that they play in being the mentorship component for our students.

So over the year our program has evolved and our college student staff technically serve two main functions. One is academic tutors and the other one is college academic advisor aides.

Through their Near-Peer roles and their daily interactions our GEAR UP student staff support programs, student preparation, and success. Our current - our college student staff engage our participants in learning through more individual support structures that align and reinforce the curriculum that the students are learning in the classroom.

Therefore enabling them - enabling our program to provide more - a more proactive approach and timely intervention that supports the fundamental skills in order for our students to move forward in their course content.


Again, our college students also play an integral component of the academic and college enrichment activities. They help us lead and facilitate structured program activities like advising sections -- like Alex mentioned -- college visits, workshops, and Saturday and summer programming. They also provide feedback and help plan, recruit, and implement program components.

So through their involvement, GEAR UP students create a positive mentoring relationship and see college student staff as role models for academic success and support.

And, of course, one of the key components of our college student staff - or one of the things that they do -- and it’s the most vital -- is how they help participants make educational connections to their own personal experience and their potential future careers and professions.

They do so by fostering nurturing conversations that encourage academic preparation and also by sharing their firsthand college experience that they’re familiar with. There by helping our college - our high school students -- or our junior middle school students -- visualize themselves in a college setting as hopefully successful undergraduate and graduate students.

In order to address the needs of our students -- and at the core of all our college preparatory efforts -- our hope and expectation is that we increase academic performance. So our intent is that with academic readiness we hope to improve, obviously, their graduation rates for the schools we’re working with.

And to increase the number of students who are prepared for college admissions. And once they get to the college that they’re prepared for their rigor. And again, all our programs are geared for whatever college options that they choose as a student.


I - and again, kind of reiterating, I think one of the things that we’ve learned and the lessons that we’ve learned are in implementing our GEAR UP programs has been that our student role -- our college student roles. When we initially started the programs the college student roles -- or the Near-Peer roles -- were solely intended for academic support.

But soon enough I think we all realized that the students began requesting tutoring sessions and activities with particular college student staff that they connected with. So and we also realized that college students were the best recruiters for all our student services.

So I think over the time the students -- the college students -- have created those supportive bonds that the students - the high - the younger students were connecting with.

So that’s when our Near-Peer program started evolving into what it is today, which incorpor- continuously changing everything from the training to how we deliver services. And again, as part of it because we continuously require - inquire further feedback, we inquire participants feedback, and also our school site partners.

As we move forward, the roles of - one of the things that we’ve learned is how effective it is for them to expand our service reach. Through their support, our program is better able to serve a large number of students and their families.

As I highlighted in Slide 10, our college students help our program lead to significant number of students. For instance, since this academic year began, our students have provided in class support to about 892 students in their English language arts courses. And about 815 students in their mathematics courses. This is again, in class and after school.


Also, one of the added benefits is the teachers truly value the added in class support that enables more intentional academic support at a small group and individual level. And again, our goal is to have fewer students falling behind with their course content.

Also, teachers who work with the GEAR UP college student staff have the opportunity to collaborate, share ideas and best practices, and develop structured learning experiences. This also provides an outstanding opportunity for the GEAR UP college student staff pursuing teaching professions.

So again, we’ve also been able to identify those college students that are seeking those future careers and providing them with this experience in class, after school, and meeting all their potential mentors -- or teacher mentors -- has been a win, win approach for student learning both for the high school student and the college student.

As part of our - also, as part of our college exposure our program offers University field trips to the - to our entire cohort as part of a universal experience that is expected of every cohort level.

This academic year we’ve already taken about 70% of our students -- or about 1100 students -- on at least one college or university tour in our local area. The university college visits include a tour, a college student panel that is reflective of our student demographics, college admissions presentations, and/or faculty presentations.

This amount of student reach is possible by our GEAR UP college student staff and other college student volunteers who have been able to facilitate over 40 student panels and 38 college tours in order to provide our students with a relevant and unique campus experiences. And again, tailoring it to what the students are needing.


The focus of the college student staff is to help make the connection between student activities and the expectations and challenges they will face in college. Therefore our program structure identifies three core rules for our college student staff. And please refer to the diagram on Page 11.


So our college student staff fall into three main categories. Our tutoring team includes a lead tutor and tutors. So we have one lead tutor per high school site. And their primary role is to mentor and guide the other tutors in the day to day work.

They assist the academic coordinators to provide support to tutors and other academic advisor aides. They help coordinate tutor class placements and trainings. They help supervise student activities, events, and field trips. And promote GEAR UP services to other students and school staff.

The other part of the tutoring component is our regular tutors. And in our program we usually tend to have anywhere between four and eight per site. And their primary role is to provide the one on one student contacts both in the class, after school, and through all our activities.

They conduct structured, small group, and one to one tutoring sessions in mathematics, science, reading, and/or writing. And they also help us with all the recruitment in notifying all the students, the teachers, the school staff of what’s happening with our program.

And then one of the other roles that is a more recent evolvement of our using our Near-Peer staff is the academic advisor aides. So again -- as Alex stated -- you know or is predominant in our communities the high counselor to student ratio.

So the role of our academic coordinator and our college student advisor aides is to minimize that ratio and really make it more tangible and more unique to the student.

So the primary role of our college student advisor aides is to support that. But in with the advising and conducting small structured group and one to one advising sessions they help our students with academic preparation and try to connect both career to major planning.

So on a daily basis they, again, provide those structured sessions. They also help with admission and financial aid application processes. And then they also help us with all the workshops -- facilitating workshops to the students. If the students ask for a particular topic then the advisors filter it to the academic coordinator and it becomes a planning process.

Currently at our Cal State at Fullerton GEAR UP site we have about 28 Near-Peer staff. These are paid positions. And we do have also another number of students who are just volunteer and do one on one or event - like for example like the student panels that do more on an ongoing basis.

Obviously as we - one of the things that we’ve learned over the years is how important -- and this is the next slide -- how important advertising is in terms of recruiting and selecting the best Near-Peer staff. And again, it’s part of whatever the need of the year is.

So for example, if we need more math tutors, recruiting from all the math majors or the engineers. So again, advertising has been very critical - and not only addressing also majors but also gender and other important aspects to make sure that our - that it’s balanced within a team.


So given that we’re housed in a higher education setting -- or a four year university -- we do have those networks to connect to the different majors. So we do a targeted advertisement. And that also serves well in our settings for recruitment - for presentation and trainings.

So when we’re recruiting for our Near-Peers we do have a timeline. We do have right now for example we’re have - we’re going to start to hire for next academic year. So timing is very, very important.

Once we get the recruitment and advertising -- once we get a pool of applicants -- one of the things that we make sure to look for is that we find good fits for our team. So our students, we prefer for them to be similar backgrounds from our program participants. So again, most of them are first generation and/or low income students.


They also that they’re able to tutor in the content area. So we do provide a written and math exam to insure that we are placing comfortable - tutors that are comfortable in the subject area.

And one thing that we’re also incorporated over the years is - or as the students are highly desirable are the federal war study students. And also alumni from the high school.

And again, having someone from the same high school graduate and come back to the high school that they’re serving not only provides that buy in with the students that we’re serving but also a buy in with the school administration and the teachers. So this is a student that they’ve seen grow. That they’ve seen come back. So the students just create an automatic - a bond with the Near-Peer student.


And again, one of the things that we’re hiring and I -- like I mentioned before -- we do - they are paid part time employees. So we have them work anywhere between 10 to 20 hours a week. Most are bilingual. Predominantly English and Spanish. Although it is not a requirement, it’s highly desirable.


And before they begin working at the sites, our tutors participate in a week long training -- which focuses on academic content, tutoring, and mentoring strategies. And they participate in ongoing professional development trainings that also support their own career and personal growth like graduate school preparation, resume building, and other topics that have been identified by the college student staff as important.

And I guess one thing that’s important to know is that most of our Near-Peers are both first generation and low income. So their training is not only to support our program participants for them to succeed on to college, but also for our Near-Peers for them to succeed in their own college experience.

As being first generation there’s a lot of - first generation, low income we do place a lot of emphasis in connecting our current Near-Peer staff with programs that will also help them get in - finish their graduate - their undergrad and pursue graduate degrees. But obviously depending on their interests.

So for example, what I’ve done and on Page 12 is I’ve highlighted our - this lack - this academic year’s monthly training schedule so you could see some of the topics that we addressed with our tutors. And I do realize it’s a little bit hard to see. So again, if you would like to - for me to share some of this please feel free to email me.


So for example, this academic year our trainings range from working with undocumented students, common core tutoring, and suicide prevention. So for instance, for undocumented students we do have a large number of students that may qualify for either DACA or have that particular status.

So we do make sure that our students are Near-Peers that are familiar with the current info especially as it relates to California legislation. And making sure that they’re providing the most up to date information.

In terms of common core and our transition in California to common core, one of the feedback that we got from campus administrators is that one, the teachers are struggling in transitioning over to the curriculum. So our tutors were also having a challenge.


So one of our faculty from our Department of Mathematics here at Cal State University, Fullerton facilitated training to insure that our tutors are also meeting the demands of the new approach to teaching. So also providing that additional support.

And again, something that’s suicide prevention, our students -- our Near-Peer tutors -- are often on the front of the line trying - working with the students. So having been - helping them being able to identify those warning signs and in order to make sure that they refer or they are able to filter those needs for our student population is very, very important. And as mandated reporters.

So what our training, again, evolves from year to year. So one topic may not necessarily be the same. But we do make sure that we focus a lot of our training and developing our students so they go out to the schools confident and comfortable with their information they’re providing.


Also one, I think, one thing that I share with them, some of our other - or one of those questions that we have all our GEAR UP colleagues is the fact that we’re placed in a higher education institution does provide a great opportunity not only for student recruitment -- or Near-Peer recruitment -- but for training.

So for us it’s been a win, win situation to be able to have our campus departments like the career center, the student health center, and different centers within our campus to be able to provide additional training.

So for those nonprofits that are possibly not in the higher institution setting, being able to connect to the departments - obviously a lot of these departments are willing to do it for free given that they’re provided some timing and connection.

So I think it’s very, very important for GEAR UPs or other nonprofits not in an educa- not in a higher education setting to be able to connect to departments. Because a lot of these people are willing to do for free.


Now, in terms of some of the challenges that we’ve encountered as we continue to develop our program is continuing to make sure that we tailor our program to meet the needs of our students. It’s an ongoing.

And then again, training, when we’re putting them in training that takes time away from their actual job. So kind of being able to flex - provide - be flexible with that and provide the infrastructure.


Another thing that continues to be an ongoing challenge is assessing the effectiveness of our student gains from interventions as it relates to mentoring and the services that our students provide that cannot always be quantifiable or - so that continues to be ongoing.

And then how do we structure or expand our mentoring opportunities outside the academic activities? And obviously there’s - one of the challenges that we’re working with one of our nonprofits are Big Brothers, Big Sisters is the structuring above the school setting and the liability tied with that.

So those are some of the challenges that we face in our program in terms of trying to expand the mentoring component. However, we do have the obvious advantages with Near-Peer staff, which includes that our participants’ responsiveness.


Our, again, our - how our younger students connect almost immediately with our Near-Peers -- especially those that come from the same backgrounds or that grew up in the same community, maybe in the same apartment complex at one point. So they’re very, very important.

Our students also -- our Near-Peer staff -- are able to create those positive relationships with their students and the student staff. One of the things that we’ve noticed is that our tutors re - tend to stay with us as least a year to a year - to two years in our program. And again, part is the investment that they see that we put not only in the high school students, but also in their own careers.

Our tutors are our more visible service component within our grant. Everyone knows all our tutors. They walk around in - on their campus with our university gear. They’re very visible.

And again, this visibility also allows for great recruitment of all our program activities. They’re also our eyes and ears at the school site. So they’re also the ones that help us tailor our programming -- what the students are liking, who are the teachers that we want to involve in our programming for service delivery. And again, they provide intentionality and real time intervention for us.


One of the other things that comes very naturally with the time of investment that we provide in our tutors is that we have a highly competitive application process. So we do turn applicants away on a yearly basis. And that’s not obviously because we don’t want to hire them. It’s just the capacity that we have.


And again, everything is - it’s an ongoing process. We are learning as we’re going. But the development that I’ve seen in the last - for example, since I’ve been here in GEAR UP in the last four years has been an outstanding and our college students are really dedicated and go above and beyond what they’re being asked to do.

So, and again, it is the value that they see in their own personal experience.
Greg Darnieder:
Well, Adriana thank you so much for that outstanding overview and in particular of the focus on kind of the challenges and the advantages of Cal State’s approach. Thank you so much.
Adriana Badilo:
Thank you.
Greg Darnieder:
Matt? I’m going to go ahead and turn it over to you please.
Matt Orem:
Thank you Adriana. And thank you Alex and NCCEP -- and Greg -- for inviting us to present our work on the Texas GEAR UP state grant. This was awarded to the TEA -- the Texas Education Agency -- in 2012.

As part of a more comprehensive program we provide college advising and mentoring to a cohort of approximately 2155 students in six high schools. I also just quickly want to thank the U.S. Department of Education for GEAR UP because this is making a real difference in these high schools.

Our schools are located in low income neighborhoods in Menard, Texas, San Antonio, Somerset, Texas, and Lubbock, Texas. These schools are spread across the state and they are a mixture of rural, suburban, and urban schools. They each have their unique challenges. But they all have the same need for high quality mentors and college advisors.


Productivity -- on Slide 16 -- is not everything, but it’s an indicator of the capacity that these Near-Peer mentors and college advisors are adding to the grant. And I’ll just update the numbers. I just ran them yesterday.

So they’ve seen 1026 students. Average about 147 per advisor. Receiving about 1563 hours of advising since the beginning of the school year. Five hundred and twenty-nine students have now received information about financial aid in particular. Now, these are 9th graders. So that’s good to keep in mind that this early information is getting out there about financial aid.

Participation in summer programs, we had a goal for our GEAR UP grant of 30%. With the help of the advisors, they exceeded that goal and 53.4% of students participated in summer programs designated for college readiness, academic enrichment, or remediation.

Our structure is slightly different -- on Slide 17 -- we have a - than our colleagues at Cal State, Fullerton. To establish long term relationships between our mentor college advisors, the positions were recruited, hired, and trained the summer before the students began in the 8th grade.

With the GEAR UP grant starting in 7th grade -- awarded in 2012 -- this gave our program the first year to build the appropriate infrastructure to support all aspects of the grant -- including the advisors.

Willie Castrejon -- who is one of our advisors -- will talk more about their roles and responsibilities in the school. But it’s important to know we chose to hire advisors in a paraprofessional title -- they have the title of College Preparation Advisor.


They are assigned one per school. They are remote staff. And they house offices on the school campuses. So they work full time -- 40 hours a week, some evenings, and some weekends -- on these school campuses. They also are - as full time employees of the University of Texas they receive the full benefits package and retirement package from the University of Texas.

And importantly, they are funded 100% through the state GEAR UP grant -- which means their time is protected, their roles are protected, they have a job description, and they can’t be called off to do other things like testing, hall monitoring, and other school - which are valid school needs, but they concentrate on the students they serve.


I think perhaps the most important part -- and this is Slide 18 -- of successful implementation of a Near-Peer mentoring and advising program is the recruitment and training of those advisors. I think Adriana mentioned this as well, but as a university setting we have the ability to reach out to a pool of applicants that schools may not.

So if you’re a rural school in Somerset, Texas, getting a person - finding a person like Willie to come to your school and to serve your students may not be a possibility. They just may not - their postings don’t have the reach that the University of Texas does.

So we’re, you know, pleased to have an excellent pool of applicants for this grant. And we looked at, of course, recent college graduates. But we also looked that they had one to two years of experience serving students before they came to us.

Second thing, before they started with their 8th graders -- who we knew something about because we had served them in the 7th grade -- they had a boot camp style training. So eight hours a day -- 40 hours a week -- of training.


Provided again -- like Adriana said -- through professionals in the fields where they would work. So professional counselors, principals, people from - in financial aid, people in the admissions, working on college prep, college access, student development issues.

So counselors, again, financial aid, case management. So a big part of their job is to manage case work. Data collection has been a major and important tool to track the activities of the advisors, but also now to identify the needs of non-participating or at risk students.


So part of our data collection is actually a feedback that lets us know how the students are doing that are receiving services, how the students are doing that are not receiving services, and how to target those students and parents to receive those services. And that’s been a big part of it. And part of that is doing a good thorough data collection and management protocol and training the advisors on that.


We, again, brought in principals, counselors, teachers to talk about school culture and organization. Very important for offsite staff who are working in these schools is to talk about relevant laws and ethics. They are trained on the Texas Educator Code of Conduct.

And they are also given training on ethical dilemmas; they are given problem solving exercises to look through solutions that they may face on daily basis in some of these schools and for some of their students.

They - we - they are given training on the school curriculum and degree plans. That’s very important to graduation and also very important to college readiness. And we have a number of different options that came up in the last year in Texas on different graduation plan options.

Not all of those options were considered to be college ready options. So it’s important for them to know to help a student to find the right pathway. And to be familiar with what the curriculum and degree plans are.

To standardize our service and to say, well, do they have an impact, it’s important that they have protocols in place for what constitutes college advising? What constitutes a financial aid session? What constitutes a home visit or a parent meeting? And that those standards of service are similar across campus sites. So the standards of service and protocols were an integral part of the training.


They had to set goals individually. We have goals for the GEAR UP grant. But they also needed to look at their campus -- the campus statistics that they had. So who were the population of students they were to serve and to set specific goals for their performance.

Lastly, we knew it was very important that they handle their own lives and their own - their behavior in a very respectful way and also with respect to their own professional development. So wellness and handling difficult situations was part of that training.


Again, that recruitment and that training I think was the most important thing that we did that has led to some of the success we’ve seen with this program. We’ve had some challenges. Some of these are familiar to anyone probably out there working in schools.

Even though they are 100% on the grant in GEAR UP and they have a very specific job description -- which I’ve shared with the GEAR UP community and I’m pleased to share it with this community following this call -- we must protect their roles in their schools. And that they have to have access to students during the school day.

That’s a critical component of how we implement the grant. It’s really what they do to build those relationships. So we have to be vigilant to always predict those roles.

Sometimes there have been issues with titles and compensation. I will say that similar roles in the schools exist and sometimes those roles are compensated at higher levels than what we compensate our advisors at. And so we try to deal with that as best as possible. Obviously they get a full benefits package from the University of Texas and that helps.


Offsite supervision, so they have one supervisor who is in Austin, Texas. Our furthest campus is in Lubbock, Texas -- that’s a 7-1/2 hour drive or a plane ride most often. So it’s important to keep kind of conference calls, regular check-ins, other things active in supervising.

When the schools are closed, we have to fill time. A lot of planning goes on during the summer and to keep those students active.

So the advantages are numerous. But the added capacity to the grant has been a major benefit. And the connection with the university - so the connection with the professionals at the university and at the - both the teachers, the administrators, and their students know that they actually work for a university and can be a model for that connection into the university experience.

They have that experience quite recently. So that recent college experience is a value when they’re talking to their students and to the students’ parents. So they are that positive role model for their students and their parents.

I will pass it off to who - a man who I think is an exemplar of what we look for in a Near-Peer and an advisor. He has a great personal story. And he’s been a great colleague from the start. Willie Castrejon.

Willie Castrejon: Thank you Matt. Hi, everyone. My name is Willie. I’m a current College Preparation Advisor at Somerset High School. A small rural town, I guess, southwest of San Antonio. For those of you all that - for a little bit more information.


On Slide 21, of course, at the bottom right hand - left hand corner -- sorry -- you’ll see the pledge and like my student signs to go to college. Of course, we have over 200 signatures there -- which is really good.

Southside of our GEAR UP room -- which they look at every day mostly -- to remind them about what they need to be doing right. We go to Slide 22, now a little bit about me of course.

I was born and raised in Houston, Texas. I’m very proud of my city. Proud son of my two parents, which are once immigrants that came to the United States for a better life. I’m not an uncommon case. A lot of parents come here for their - to have a better future for their children and I’m fortunate enough to be one of those students - those children that has a better future as a result of their sacrifice.

I happen to be the oldest of my siblings. So sometimes I like it. Sometimes I don’t. But, I mean, I’m the oldest and my siblings are fortunate as a result to either have already graduated from college, in college, or college bound.

And that’s the mentality, of course, that our parents try to tell us all the time. Like go to college for a better future. And we believe that and it’s worked out really well so far.


Next, of course, so I would happen to be the valedictorian on my class in 2006. So almost ten years ago. About to enter that ten year reunion or whatnot. But definitely it’s something I’m very proud of and I believe it’s something achievable.

And, of course, I wish I would have had someone like me back then to help me and who knows where I would have been in school. I only applied to a couple of schools because my parents told me, “hey, you’re valedictorian of your class, you might want to apply to a couple of schools,” right?

I happen to be a first generation college student -- which of course, you’re all well aware of what that entails. But was the first in my family to earn a high school diploma. And also a master’s degree. And I know I won’t be in the first - the last one to earn a master’s degree and perhaps a Ph.D degree one day, right?

A little bit about my background of course, educational wise. I did graduate from UT with a degree in sports management in 2010. And then I earned my master’s degree from the university at the main campus just recently -- two years ago actually in 2013.

I do happen to be looking for a Ph.D program in maybe the near future. What will be my topic and it seems to be some topic. A topic that needs some more research, and that’s something that I find really important to my life too.

So and that’s why I do what I do in Slide 23. I just want - I simply just want all hard working students to get to experience college. I mean it’s - college is such a great experience in my opinion wherever you go.

And if you work hard and I mean there’s no reason why you shouldn’t have the opportunity to apply and go to a school for four or five years and get a degree. And I mean it’s just I had - that’s the best time of my life so far. And I feel like everybody has a shot at it if they work hard. And that’s one of my main points.

I do want students to believe that their hard work does pay off. I mean like I worked really hard and I’m working really hard for my students currently. And they’ll see the results of their work four years from now when they start applying for college and actually start going to college.

And it’s -- as my colleague Matt was saying -- they are current freshman. So they’re a very sharp group of kids. They know a lot of stuff already. And they’re eager to learn more.

In college actually I wasn’t planning on being in the college access field. Fortunately I stumbled upon this job application and I applied and I got in. So my first picture on the right - top left hand corner actually is a picture of some of my students at Milby High School where I started out as a Near-Peer in 2011.

And I worked there for two years, of course. That was the max I could work with them at Milby High School and fortunately I will get to go to two of their graduations. The first student and the second student from left to right actually are graduating this upcoming year. One’s getting a degree in manufacturing engineering and the other one’s getting a degree in supply chain management.

And they - I’ve been keeping up with them throughout their high school and college years, and now they’ve invited me to their graduation -- which is something really exciting for me as I got to advise them as high school seniors. And now they have finished the whole process -- which is something I’m really proud of them for.

Like I said before, my version of the American dream is a college degree. That’s sort of the same liberations that my parents have of their American dream -- just having a better life, not just for them but for their children.

And my version is the college degree, of course. I’m preaching to the choir when I’m telling you all that a college degree opens up so many doors and I still believe that. And I’m a firm believer of that and I was one of the kids to achieve that dream.

The picture at the top right hand corner, of course, is some of my students doing some community service at the food bank. We also teach them service. We also want them to be prepared outside of academics -- be involved outside the classroom -- and they’re learning a lot about community service.

We also do recognition acts for them like you can see at the bottom right. They were celebrated for their perfect attendance and/or their GPA. Let’s go on to Slide 24 now.

My hopes for my students. Keep in mind that I also have siblings that are still in high school. I happen to have one that’s in 10th grade and then one that’s in 9th grade. So one of them happens to be the same year as my cohort, which is something she should feel very fortunate about. Because I’ll definitely be helping her as I help my students, of course, navigate through high school and college.

But I mean part of the whole thing - part of why I do what I do is so that they can be college ready. And this is just some points I highlighted on the left. They just - they need to self-advocate -- that’s something we’re working on because these kids need to believe in themselves and they need to not give up as easily that sometimes they want to do.

And, of course, they need to be involved outside and inside the classroom. So we do trips. We do college visits, of course. We do job shadows here. We do labs and stuff outside the classroom. And we do kind of like do what we tell them to do as well. We learn from our mistakes as they need to be learning from their mistakes.

I celebrate a lot of their small and big victories. I mean there’s no small victory in my opinion. If I can celebrate it, I’ll celebrate it with you. Like I said before, not giving up easily is key. I mean sometimes you didn’t do so well on a homework assignment. Or you didn’t pass a test. But that doesn’t mean your life is over pretty much.

I kind of tell them not to take no for an answer. And ask for challenges. I mean sometimes we just get comfortable, but they need to like get out of the comfort zone and experience all these other harder things -- which they might not see the benefit of right now, but they’ll see it later.

They need to be willing to ask for help. Sometimes they’re like oh well my teacher this, my teacher that, and that’s where I come in as a Near-Peer. I feel like I can get to them in a certain way to like help them out. Like hey, I mean, don’t be afraid to speak up to the teacher. Or tell them you need help. Tell her you need assistance or whatnot.


So I also value that they should take ownership and pride in what they do. They should be really proud of where they’re from -- the high school they’re in. And they just need to like work hard and like anybody can make it out of anywhere I think if they work hard. And that’s something I kind of preach to them every day.

Giving back, of course, is something I find crucial too. Then, of course, what GEAR UP is all about, right? Gaining early awareness and readiness for undergraduate programs, which is why we’re here, right?

How do I make a difference? I mean I just celebrate my students. I support them. I tell them they need to be doing something better if they’re not. I advise them.

Like I get to advise them one on one. I’ve advised my entire cohort at least once this year for a period -- which is 45 minutes -- which is something I value a lot and they get to value a lot. I learn a lot from them. And that’s pretty awesome I think.

And, of course, one of the most important bullets I like to talk about is by never giving up on them. There might be days where you’re like oh, well, this or that. But you kind of need to keep on going and just believing in what you do. And believing on the impact you are having on these students -- believe it or not.

And, of course, some of my kids (unintelligible) around the corner. So they like Texas, of course. The other pictures talks about a leadership academy they were doing. A soccer game at the bottom left. And then bottom right one of our freshman varsity players playing at a player game.

So that being said, that’s all I have to say. Thank you.
Greg Darnieder:
So Willie thank you very, very much. And also to Matt and Adriana for that kind of insight on the ground. We’re almost at the top of the hour. So we’re not going to turn this over to Q - questions coming in from outside.

But I’m wondering beyond the academics, if any of the three of you could comment a little bit more -- and maybe Willie I’ll ask you to start -- on the power of your ha - being a few years ahead of the students you’re working with in terms of your own academic accomplishments in a sense?

Can you say just a little more about, you know, kind of the role model, the - you stressed kind of being present with the students. Of being there, you know, in many different ways to both honor them, but also support them and the such.

Comments on the power of just your presence and the fact that you have gotten your bachelor’s degree, you’ve gotten your master’s degree, now you’re thinking of doing your Ph.D and the such?
Willie Castrejon: Oh, well, yes. I mean like I said, my kids are - most of my kids are really similar to me. So that helps out a lot. And I do happen to look really young, which helps out I guess a lot too because they don’t see me as a teacher or something. They see me as an advisor.

And they kind of more - that makes me more approachable and I get to like - and I’m more persuasive as a result because I feel like sometimes they might not be doing so well in their class, but like I talk to them hey, I mean I was able to do it. I mean I was able to achieve a lot of stuff without the resources you have.

And you kind of tell them that. Not exactly verbatim, right? But we tell them hey, I mean if I did it, you may even be doing better. Like motivating them without like finding that exact - well, finding those words to say like hey, you need to take care of business -- for lack of better words -- is something that I’m able to do easily because I developed that trust with my students.

I’ve been with them over a year now, and I feel like it’s only getting better. They’re coming to me more. I’m knowing them better. I’m identifying them for some opportunities for all these valuable programs. Because I know them so far where I can say hey, I mean I do know all of my kids names -- which is kind of hard nowadays when you have 300 plus. But I mean you do get to know them.

You’re purposeful about what you do. And you take your job seriously and that will take you places. I mean the students - these students can tell whether or not you do care about them really easily. I mean they’re teenagers. And they know like when you’re really caring about them.

And I happen to really care about them. So that helps out a lot. And it’s definitely one of the bigger selling points about the Near-Peer because it’s - it does really work. I mean I wouldn’t be keeping up with my other former students if I wasn’t doing something that they really felt was important to their lives.
Greg Darnieder:
Right. Matt or Adriana, do you have a quick comment on beyond just the direct service and this, you know, kind of role modeling aspect of this work?
Adriana Badilo:
This is Adriana. I think one of the things that -- and I think probably Willie just spoke to it -- is having that relevancy for the students. The col - the Near-Peers talk their language -- their young language. So they can relate to them. They’re listening to the same music.

So that relationship is there beyond, you know, what we could possibly as older adults could connect to the students. So they’re - and I think that just goes to the extra level.

And I think one thing that I was - for example listening to Willie is they see them as their little brothers and sisters. So they’re my kids. Or they’re my - so there’s that kind of like familiar or familiar connection to the students.

I think their youth makes them that more accessible to the students. So I think that’s why they’re so successful at making those bonds.
Greg Darnieder:
Got it. Well, we’re at the top of the hour. A huge thanks again to Alex for organizing today’s call. And to Adriana, Matt, and Willie for your sharing your work.

There is contact information there for Alex and if you reach out to him he can put you in touch with the other three if you have follow up questions that you’d like to ask any of them.

Again, a reminder, next week April 1 we will do the Kalamazoo Promise. It’ll be a slightly later time. It’ll be 2:00 to 3:00 Eastern time on the 1st. I encourage you to put that on your calendars. And you’ll be getting notice of that any day now.

Again, to the GEAR UP community, congratulations for all you’re doing. We appreciate this work tremendously from the Department of Ed. And wish you only the best going forward. And I look forward to staying in touch with all of you.

All right, (Brian) that’s the end of today’s call.
Coordinator:
Thank you speakers. Participants, the call has concluded. You may now disconnect. Thank you.
END

