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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you all for standing by. At this time all participants are in listen-only mode. We will have the question-and-answer session. To ask a question, please press Star and then the number one.

Today's conference is being recorded. If you have any objections, you may disconnect at this point.


I'll turn to the meeting over to your host, Greg Darnieder. Sir, you may begin.

Greg Darnieder:
Thanks, (Ed). Good morning, everyone. I really appreciate you tuning in today. A really both fascinating and critical conversation that really is something I raised a few weeks ago on the affinity call in terms of the amount of debt that any of you are advising a first generation student to assume in obtaining a BA degree.


And so we have a fascinating presentation from a leading group in the country, uAspire in Boston, that's been doing some fascinating work for quite some time around the financial aid award letters, and we have a couple folks who are practitioners, if you would, on a day-to-day basis as well as a researcher on today's call.


So before I turn it over to Laura Keane as uAspire, let me just mention that we have two additional affinity calls before summertime, and on the 16th of this month we'll be hearing from state officials from the state of Delaware in terms of their statewide college and career readiness strategy.

And last week if you had a chance to tune in, we did a first of a kind call where we did a youth voice conversation with four young people from the border of Texas, and on the 25th of this month we're going to do another youth voice conversation and hear directly from several young people who are again in their early twenties.

And what interests me about talking with young adults around in their early twenties is their reflections back on their journey and pivot points in their lives in terms of who are the people and what were the circumstances that were particularly powerful in terms of who - what direction they're taking today in their professional and educational journeys. So anyways, hope you can join us for both of those calls before we break for the summer.


And if you have ideas on suggested topics, some of you have been sending them my way, the youth voice conversation and planning on continuing in the fall. If you have and want to work with me on identifying several young people who are particularly reflective in their journeys, please reach out to me. If you have topics you'd like me to consider, please do likewise.

All right so again we have a really fascinating conversation for you today. We will have a Q&A at the end, but let's jump into this right now in terms of the power of award letters, and Laura Keane who's the VP of Innovation and Partnerships at uAspire is going to set the context for this. And Laura it's all yours. Thanks.

Laura Keane:
Thanks so much, Greg. I'm happy to be on the call with everyone today. We'll start off on Slide 2, reviewing the agenda of what we'll be covering and who will be covering what.

I'm joined here today by several colleagues. I will kick us off to talk about the overview about the purpose and the power of award letter review, collection and data analysis from our practice at uAspire, both in direct service and from our training and technical assistance program. And then I'll be inviting Erika Scott to join us to the conversation from Spring Branch ISD. We'll be sharing information about their pioneering work this past year as part of their To and Through initiative on award letter review and collection that she's helped lead the launch of this year.

And (Donald Commence) from U.S. Prep will continue the conversation from a school-based perspective, going in deep about their award letter initiatives. That includes both award letter review and collection as well as some of the data analysis work that they've done so far in the past two years in their efforts in this work.

And then lastly we'll be joined by (Lana) from the Harvard Graduate School of Education, who's going to really share some of the information about measuring impact of this work. And then of course we'll open up with discussion and questions at the end.


So moving onward to Slide 4, for those of you who aren't familiar with uAspire, we are an organization that is hyper focused on college affordability as the lens and the lever to help close the collect attainment gap in our country. We have three realms of the work that we do. We have 30 years of experience in direct service, partnering with school districts and schools in Massachusetts, Florida and in the Bay Area of California, to deliver frontline service to students and families around college affordability and financial aid.


We've recently in the past few years launched a national program for training and technical assistance, where we also offer services to practitioners and organizations from both training as well as different technical assistance support for frontline staff to help deliver top-of-the-line programs and services to their students and families.


And lastly we have a realm of our work that is continuing to emerge around policy to help handle some of the both institutional policies as well as government policies of giving advice and suggestions and direction from the front end of the field about how we can better support students and families in the financing and paying for college space.


Something that's important to share about uAspire as well is that we serve students in grade 7 through 13-plus. So as you mentioned - or as I mentioned, the frame college affordability, we really see it broader than just financial aid, and we have a tagline saying "Prepare, Afford, Succeed."

And prepare is really working with the younger students and families from grad 7 through 11 to both build a mindset as well as understanding and skills related to how to pay for college. The afford focus might be more considered the traditional financial aid senior year perspective in terms of specific task completion as well as decision-making elements in the process of choosing where to apply and where to attend college.


And then lastly in the succeed space it's working on the post-secondary side to help students navigate not just to but also through college in an affordable way.

Moving to the next slide to start focusing more specifically on this award letter idea, something in our core work is that we have really three core activities in terms of our afford program. One is to help students really plan with affordability front of mind for their college decision, beginning in the fall.

Two is the more classic FAFSA focus. We really focus much more beyond FAFSA submission through what we call FAFSA certified to make sure that all of the tasks are completed thoroughly so that it can unlock all possible aid dollars to support that student.

And our third course, proactivity, is what we're focusing on today, which really around award letter review. And it's really about focusing on that moment of the decision to say what are the - how to compare the different options before each student to make the best choice comprehensively, not just for financial fit, yet with financial fit as a core element of that decision.


So on this slide, on Slide 5, you can see that the circular piece that really talks about this initiative is that there're are several phases involved. First off, it is in that spring session of senior year where the award letters come in and it's comparing them and it's also collecting the data. So some of this work is very student focused, other is a little bit more on the organization or systemic level.


Secondly, it's using some of the data and gathering trends and information and putting it into a warehousing system and an analytics reporting tool to make is useful, both for students and families as well as for practitioners and other audiences. And lastly it's taking that data and putting it back into action for students when they're making decisions about financial fit at the point of where to apply and at the point of making their list.


So heading over to Slide 6, it's important to talk for a moment about the why, why do this effort. We know that school counselors are incredibly busy. There's a ton on their plates, ranging from college and career-related activities all the way through to different academic or social supports in schools.

We really have seen from our own practice at uAspire incredible power of focusing on award letter data at several different levels. First off we really have seen that it's primary to help to do this work with guiding students and families. That is our number one value at uAspire and the work that we do. It's how we make our decisions as the primary focus is how does this translate to supporting and helping students and families in their decisions in getting to and through a post-secondary degree.


And we've found that it's really hard for students and families to know what can they afford, given the element of sticker price and cost of attendance and that there's different definitions of what that may or may not mean, and recognizing that the point that they get that information really is on the award letters.

And as I'm sure many of you know, if not all of you know, that award letters come in all shapes and sizes, so being able to understand and compare them in an apples-to-apples way is extremely challenging. And also we know that colleges award very differently based upon different students, whether that's by geography or demographic or academic performance.

And so we really see that the power of this award letter data is important to give students and families accurate data about students from their programs, their schools, their organizations, with information unidentified by name but about who they are, either economically or academically, to have a context of past practices to inform their choices when they make their student - their college lists as well as where they choose to go.

Secondly, the power of award letter data really comes into play when looking at how to build staff expertise. As we know, understanding this field can take years and years to have a sense of where students are getting packaged in a way that work well for students to get through college and where maybe there's significant challenges for students to successfully have financial fit to complete.


And so by the - having the award letter data announced as we provide reports and trends over time to understand what's really happening. So as staff may come and go on different teams, the knowledge that's gained about how students at particular schools and for us at our programs are getting packaged is kept systematically and in organized way, again to ensure that we're bringing this data back to students and families in a way that is helping to make strong college choices.


Also by having this organized use of data, we're able to connect to post-secondary outcomes, and in uAspire's work we can see how students who participate in award letter review can then parlay toward their direct enrollment rates and/or persistent rates, which is what we're all doing the work for.


Lastly, we've also seen it on a partnership strategy level, and some of the speakers to follow will also share some of the strategies here. And we've been able to see it on an individual basis with institutions, we're able to help promote conversations earlier about packages or getting award letters sent to students.

We're also able to strategize from school side and/or from our program side of where we promote students to visit for college trips, where to focus at college fairs, as well as how to navigate questions when students are interacting on campuses about the financing component of college. Lastly we can also see how this information can help contribute to state and national conversations around policy.

Moving onto the next slide, this is just to help understand that these are, again going back to the idea that these are several phases, if you will the top boxes, the collection and review, are what happen in the spring of senior year. This is when award letters, as we all know, get sent out across a couple months and of course in several different ways.


And the green boxes are where we do the work directly with students. Again at the review point, it's about where they're going to attend, to help make a choice. Then that's in the spring. We move to data analysis in the summer, and uAspire we have work where we process and analyze all of the award letter data and then incorporate them into reports to find trends across those packaging.


And then back into fall, again the green box is where we work with students and families, and we're sharing that information to help inform the list. If students can't find an affordable option only at the time they get award letters, they need to ensure that they're getting an affordable option -- or two, ideally in our world -- on their college out of the gate. So this just gives a sense of the process of how the different pieces flow together.

Moving onto the next slide. So the next few pieces I just want to share a few of our recommendations on key strategies in the work that we do that we think many people and anyone in your own work you can apply to help promote this practice.


So number one around award letter review. Again this is about comparing award letters for students at that point of decision. Number one, even before the letters come in we think it's so important to set a tone of what we call celebrate then decide. And the idea is that we applaud acceptances. It's absolutely fantastic when students get accepted and they're running down the halls with their letters in hand, and we think that's awesome.


But much like any other type of large financial decision, sometimes it's good to separate the emotion from the moment of choice. And so we really applaud acceptances and celebrate it, yet wait to make a decision until those award letters come in and you're able to look at the reality of the financing piece as well.


And in this sense we're really promoting how to build a consumer mindset for both students and staff in terms of both the culture and in terms of how people embrace acceptances versus also the skills to be able to come critically in a rational way to look at the options from not just a academic and personal fit but also a financial fit.


The second Star is really talking about the award letter comparison. At uAspire we have a tool that we've built and honed over the years that we use very much so in all of our direct practice as well as with our training partners called the analyzer. And it sets up using really family-friendly terms and clarity.

It sets up a comparison tool where you can take data from actual award letters and put them side by side to really get a crisp understanding, comparing both net costs as well as estimated bill or what many people call the unmet need or the gap, so that students are very clear, as well as families, about what the cost will be for that school per year. And what the cost would be in terms of loans, as well as in terms of actual payments.

Lastly, as we all know engaging families is so critical in the financial aid process, as it the key part of college access that requires family engagement in the financial aid form completion. We also deeply believe that doing this work with families around the point of decision is critical, and we have found that using this review process as part of a college decision meeting has been super effective for driving up family engagement and bringing them into the fold.

One highly recommended strategy here is to use accessible language. We all know how many acronyms are out there in our field and how confusing that can be, as well as it can also dis-empower families in engaging if they don't understand what is being communicated to them.


And one example from my own practice is one time I did an analyzer with a family and the parent asked me what a semester meant at the end of the conversation. And that was on me. I realized that I hadn't used an accessible way enough to make sure that they were comfortable and clearly understanding what was on the table that we were reviewing, and by using tools like this and setting up routines of review, it really helps to make sure that we're engaging in our families where they're at and giving them the information they need.


And lastly, by connecting the review and the decision to the next steps really helps tee up the behavior that's necessary to help ensure enrollment.


Moving onto the next slide to Slide 10, this is really trying to talk a little bit - I'm sorry for Slide 9. This is talking about actual collection. So again there's a review one on one with students then there's collection effort to build the data that can be used both for students and practitioners. And in collection, marketing and communications matters a lot.

So we have seen the importance about advertising, and we've used what we call the I Know What I Owe campaign in uAspire's work, which really helps drive a marketing element, both through social media, as well as through texting, as well as through good old fashioned signs around the building. We also use different incentives to help drive students to bringing in their award letters. When they bring in their award letters, they're more likely to sit down and review them. So review and collection really feed each other.

In terms of the calendar, we all know that that can be a challenge. Award letters come in sometimes well after the acceptances, and of course there's a May 1 deadline for those students who are going to four-year schools that typically require a deposit on that date. So thinking about how to use that calendar and drive deadlines accordingly can really be helpful.


Lastly, we really believe it's so important to look at the letters beyond where the students are intending. We've seen it so many times that students say, "Oh I got my award letter, I'm all set." But once they bring it in and we look at it, they realize they didn't see perhaps a parent-plus loan included, where there was another 18,000 of loans that needs to be handles versus thinking a plus was actually a scholarship. So seeking all letters to really make sure that there's multiple options is critical.


Moving onto the data analysis slide, Slide 10. This is part of the work that we do in terms of processing the data and then bringing our reports. And what we've seen are a couple things. Audience matters. So we have four different types of reports geared to four different audiences. On the next slide I'll share one with you called the rollup, and then (Donald Commence) will share another model of the report with you later on in the presentation.


Secondly, we've seen that the data is most rich when we're able to align the award letter data with factors about the students in terms of their GPA test scores in particular. Lastly, we also find as I've already said that it's really important to use this data with students at two points during the year, if not even earlier in terms of getting younger students motivated to understand the power of a good GPA and how that can translate into dollars to help pay for college later on.


And we've also seen that this data can help challenge different misperceptions about types of schools that students or families may or may not consider to include on their list.


So the last slide I'll present is on Slide 11, and this is just to give a sense about what our reports might look like. I'm happy to follow up with anyone afterwards if they're curious about more of our text - our data analysis rather. On this post-secondary rollup, this is a one-page report that lists schools by net cost from most to least expensive.

And again as noted, we use the phrase estimated bill to refer to that classically termed gap or unmet need in the field. We have found that unmet need is not a term that is particularly useful for families and hence we use the term estimated bill, because they understand that as what is coming and what they need to actually pay in order to attend. So that's the language that you see below you.

We really see this as a powerful tool that we use in our work, as well as what we offer to other organizations for their practitioners to use in their work in terms of really assessing financial risk and safety schools for their students and families.


Now I'd like to turn the microphone over to Erika Scott at Spring Branch.

Erika Scott:
All right thanks so much, Laura, and thanks everyone for listening in. So this is our first year in participation with uAspire and so information that I'm sharing with you today is very much just our very initial, you know, raw experience with this particular project.


So just a little bit about Spring Branch ISD maybe for those of you who might be unfamiliar with our district. We do serve about 35,000 students in all of our campuses. And as you see -- I'm on Slide 13 now, just with a bit of our demographics -- we are about a 50/50 split when it comes to economically disadvantaged students and those students from more affluent communities.

So we have a very unique population in our district, very diverse with 61% of our students reporting that they are from Latino or Hispanic backgrounds. And so that makes our experience with this project very interesting in not necessarily having all first generation students in our community.

We do have traditional high schools, one charter school, and we also have partnerships currently with (KIP) and U.S. Prep at some of our campuses with combined U.S. Prep and (KIP) having students at our campuses in the district.

Moving onto Slide 14, it's helpful to maybe give some context that, you know, at Spring Branch we have a singular goal in our district, and we have coined it the T24. So T is a technical certificate types of programs, 2 is the two year, and 4 is the four-year degree route. And we through military in there kind of at the last minute, just being aware that students are choosing that route as well. But this is really - most of our work is around doubling the number of students in our - from our schools that are going onto to pursue one of these routes.


And so our staffing teams on the campuses we do have traditional guidance counselors, which we are currently really below the national average when it comes to the number of counselors that we have on our campuses and so we are really pressed when it comes to student interactions. We also have elite post-secondary counselors that prior to bringing on our new positions of academic advisors, these folks really led a lot of the post-secondary conversations.

Last April we hired 22 academic advisors. These are on each of our high school campuses. They are mostly recent graduates near-peer type of advisors. And so most advisors when it comes to the senior class work with about 100 students. And so typically a grade level or the 12th grade counselor will work with the academic advisors in assisting with reaching out to students.


And this model was taken from very much the college advising core, for those of you who are familiar with that organization, similar model which is the near-peer outreach. But these particular staff are hired and employed by the campus. They're paid by the district. And so the effort here is really to get more interaction with the students one on one and be able to have more of these conversations regarding post-secondary work and moving forward.


So on that same slide, some of our NAC data that came out this past November, we do have 63% of our students who are enrolling immediately after high school into some higher education post-secondary options. And then moving down to the 45%, this is the part that we're trying to really impact in the coming years is the 45% of our students who are - that's our current six-year graduation rate, which is what trying to really work on with our T24 goal as well.


So moving to Slide 15, with the general award letter collection and review, you know, process, this is our first year and so we really were just trying to figure out how is this project going to be valuable for us, what are we trying to accomplish, what are some of the goals that we have.


And so we identified on the student and family side, one of the biggest things we're trying to do with this project is just increasing the knowledge and improving financial decisions for the two very different sides of our community. And so for our more affluent families, many of them are very reluctant to even submit a FAFSA, and many of those students particularly are focused very much on brand name and legacy choices in many ways because maybe they might be able to afford those decisions.


Our low income families similar to things that, you know, Laura mentioned just with knowledge base, we're trying to increase the knowledge that our families and our students have regarding this process. And many of our families on the low income side are very sticker price shy, so they, you know, may see tuition and fees $45,000 and the student doesn't necessarily even apply to that institution.

So we're trying to use the information that we're gathering from - that we're utilizing in this project to really help our low income students apply to a more - a greater variety of institutions. But the information is really the place where we are not doing a great job right now informing our parents of just what financial aid is about and how that process works.


For our faculty and staff, they are familiar with our T24 initiative, and what we're trying to do really is help our faculty and staff understand financial fit when it comes to the choices that students are making. And so, as some of you may experience, you know, the community college may not necessarily get the biggest applause when a student says oh I'm planning to attend this institution, while the four-year school may get a better applause but with no conversation around which one of those options is financially feasible or best financial fit for the student and their family.


So we're trying to increase that knowledge with our faculty and staff and then also just in general increasing the knowledge about this process and what does financial aid look like and how is that process really for our teachers who - our teachers and staff and faculty who all have degrees, how is this process different for our students from when, you know, you went to college or you applied to college.


So moving onto Slide 16, this is just a little overview of our initial launch this year. And one of the - I just included a few highlights about the things that we've tried to do to support our campuses. And our district is very currently under our current leadership is very campus autonomous, and so our campuses, the principals are really given a lot of power to make a lot of decision regarding what initiatives take place on their campus. So this has been a very interesting opportunity for us to influence our campuses to really own this project and really take it on as a part of the learning process on their campuses.

So we have provided award letter training to our academic advisors, who are the ones really having one-on-one conversations with students most frequently. And we included our post-secondary counselors and the grade level 12th grade counselors in this project as well. And currently in this season, we're also including our rising 11th grade - rising 12th grade counselors, who are going to be over the 12th grade next year and just showing them the importance of this process.


We've also hosted post training follow-up meetings, and something that I think a lot of our staff and counselors are not used to is looking at data and analyzing data and setting goals based on data. And so that has been a great experience I think for our staff to see the numbers and to set goals based on how we're engaging students in the overall financial process in general.


And we've really spent a lot of time brainstorming to encourage buy in at many different levels and really appealing to the values of the campus when it comes to how would this project impact other numbers and other goals that principals and leadership on the campuses have.


We also in many of our communities, you know, our parents are either what I guess some of our campuses would call overly engaged and at some campuses not very engaged at all. And so we designed a parent letter just to give an introduction to this project. And we also spent some time doing a myth and fact letter for our more affluent communities based on some myths that, you know, our campuses have said our parents think this about financial aid.

And so we included that letter, sent it out to all of our parents, just to let them know here's what we're working on, here is how this information is going to valuable not only to your students but to, you know, future students. Many of our families have multiple children in our system at the same, you know, in different grade levels, and so we felt like the parent letter would be something that would really get the parents involved.

And as some of you may know, you know, many parents are the ones checking portals for students and, you know, they're on top of the financial process in some of our communities. And so we knew that the parent letter was going to be critical to this project in particular being successful.


And lastly when it comes to just support for campuses, we focused a lot on the one-on-one best practices. So one of the biggest things for our advisors is to build relationships with students and we know that with those relationships and trust hopefully comes more participation in things that we're trying to do.

So we focused a lot on, you know, what does a good one-on-one with a student regarding this information, regarding this process look like and provided a lot of support and, you know, mock conversations. And these are all young professionals and so they themselves are learning what this process looks like for students and what is the most beneficial when engaging students in this conversation.

And then student buy in, traditional incentives, trying to have pizza parties or have, you know, Chick-fil-A donated, have been some things that have been helpful. The senior checkout checklist that's probably been the most effective, and so making the award letter conversation and turning in award letters a part of a senior's checkout process, and they're not allowed to get their cap and gown until this item is checked off their list and they've met with an advisor and they've turned in their award letters. And those students who don't have award letters, you know, they have some modification to their checklist.


But this seemed to be - the campus that did this part for the checklist seemed to be the campus that was able to collect the most award letters and have the most one-on-one conversations.

We're also involved with (unintelligible) project right now and so we're using a texting platform to also remind our students about this information as well.

So really quickly on just lessons learned, you know, these are just some things that we want to do differently next year. We've had - already had some success with our local community college partner and with our Houston community college here locally. You know, this project has encouraged them to get their financial award letters out a lot sooner in March - in really March, April when usually June and July is when they get - they send out their award letters. And so this project has been helpful to kind of move that agenda forward as well.


So those are our - the lessons learned, the things we want to do differently for next year. And I'm happy to take questions at the end. I'm sorry. And I'll pass it on now to Donald Kamentz at Yes Prep Public Schools.

Donald Kamentz:
Great. Good morning everyone. Thank you so much Erika. Good morning everyone. My name is Donald Kamentz and I serve as the Managing Director of Yes Prep Public Schools in Houston.


If you'll move to Slide 19, I'll tell you a little bit about who we are, who we serve and what we do. Yes Prep Public Schools is a public charter school system in Houston currently serving in 13 or we currently have 13 schools Grades 6 through 12 and serving a roughly about 9000 students. And we are actually growing here in Houston to a total of 19 schools by 2020 with approximate number of 19,000 students total in Grades 6 through 12.


Majority of our students are first generation low-income students. In fact over 90% of our students are first generation, over 85% of our students are - qualify for free reduced lunch. Ninety-six percent of our students are Latino, Hispanic and African-American with the other 4% being Asian and Caucasian.


And what we do like so many on the call is we provide a rigorous college preparatory both academic and non-academic programs and sort of offering to really ensure that our students, the majority of whom are first generation college bound are successful and sort of their matriculation to and participants through and graduation from college as well.


And so if you move on to Slide 20, you will see why we really looked at the affordability piece as a priority for our schools and our students. And in fact, it's not to say that we haven't done that over the time of our existence since 1998. In fact, we were doing it since the very beginning.


But in our work over the last few years especially with (unintelligible) it has really changed the way of how we think about it. One is to really ensure that we are educating our students and families about the college affordability and sort of this mindset much better and much earlier.


Secondly, really develop an effective system for collecting and analyzing the financial aid data in a way that was - to be very honest was pretty primitive by our - by most standards in terms of just taking the award letters, either having hard copies or Excel spreadsheets, et cetera, and having a robust and sort of longitudinal way to really collect and sort of analyze this data.


Using that data really inform our future graduates about their choices around (health) affordability and the best plan for them both personally, academically and financially. And last but not least, similar to why we're all on this call, is to continue to collaborate with national experts around this particular area and other like minded educational organizations in the schools.


If you move on to Slide 21, you'll see that what we looked at sort of both focus on the goals both on the micro and macro level, sort of reiterate what we were talking about.


And as (Laura) mentioned earlier in the call, our first major sort of initiative out the gate was the award letter review and analysis. And really take something that we're doing and make it much more consistent and robust in a way that it hadn't been for many years.


And how we did that, if you go to Slide 22, shows how we implemented this comprehensive program. As you'll see, we rolled out of course training to ensure that our staff understood how to really analyze the award letters. We all well know award letters can be very complicated and very much different from like and similar institutions but also talking through like the other process of that including verification.


When then use that information of course to help frame and guide our student (our) family award letter comparison meeting using the data that we were able to collect and then continue to collect.


And then we then paint this roll up data that (Laura) talked about and I'm going to show you on the next slide about this, how do we use that to really drive the training and media but also sort of doing, you know, many emphasis sort of triage work a the moment but also using it for preventative work in the future that really leads itself to the last one about making sure that we are building college lists with financial fit and affordability and mind at the very onset rather than sort of reactionary after the fact.


And if you look at Slide 23, you'll see how we do this. This is just a great snapshot of all our sort of first year of doing this, a year in review report. This is really in many ways the 30,000-foot view or the high level view where you can look at all the award letters in a collection effort and just be an incredible dashboard.


I will tell you as good as my Excel skills are, they are not anywhere close to this kind of reporting. And as you can see very quickly, we don't have any data for 2003 since we came onboard in 2014. But this year coming up we will have comparative data over time and can be able to track our progress and areas that we need to go.


And as you can well imagine, what this does is it gives an opportunity for our team and our comprehensive team to really look at what we are doing; are we meeting the goals we've established; and then setting our program priorities.


It also allows for a really rich report that is great and manageable very quickly for sort of our wider stakeholders including our school leaders, our sort of senior leadership across (the express) and especially our Board of Directors who are very much in tune with this as well.


And also allows for us to really dive into the data. As you can see, this is a roll up but we can really dive into it much more comprehensively and also has some comparison data against other institutions including Spring Branch and others here locally but also nationally as well.


And it really does give data both about students and where they ended up choosing in terms of attending college universities versus non-attending and helps frame our work not only internally but to leveraging of the work that my - that I'm able to do at my level with our college partners and sort of using true data that's from the third party source I can actually show what is working and what possibly areas that need to be improved upon.


So if you go to the Number 24 slide, you'll see that this is - also gives sort of a high level finding. So without going into too much detail, you can see that this should start to give a really amazing snapshot.


And as you can well imagine, it also brings up a lot of questions that either we could answer by diving in deeper. Or if we don't part of that then sort of galvanizes my team and especially my students to provide the data so we can answer those questions ever more robustly with even more award letters.


So as you look at Slide 25, sort of my last slide, her are the wins. No question that, you know, the consistency of being able to have a process and a process that would be managed by an external party or - it's huge so it doesn't sort of task my team at this sort of - this time of year and particular as we close out and sort of wrap up this particular year and build into that transitional piece but also start to prepare for next year.


It also allows us to really look at how we best can serve our students (unintelligible) in a very data driven approach that it's sort of informing our students and our families and our staff which are the right college affordability matches as well as which ones may not be not only so that they're fully aware of the choices that they're making but also that have this as leverage and make better choices for them as well as with those colleges, universities to help sort of change that time.


The challenges to tackle next I think are immense. It is always very tough to collect as many of these award letters. One of the challenges too in Texas in particular we will have colleges, universities and particularly our public institutions that have not actually awarded financial aid at this time. I know many of us experience that all across the country.


So not only not having it now but trying to get it after the fact ones who then have officially left us. Yesterday was our last day of school. It's even much more difficult.


And also just in sharing that we can really leverage this in a way that is driving (that for us). So it's amazing that we can use this to build that college list but we should also be using it, which is our next part of our work with - is really doing that sort of educational piece much earlier so that this isn't something that is being seen in the latter part of high school years but as early as possible.


So with that, I'm going to go ahead and now turn it over, if you'll move to Slide 26, to (Helena Eisen) from the early college planning initiative at the Harvard Graduate School of Education.

(Helena Eisen):
Hi. Thank you Donald. And that's everyone for listening and participating on this call. I'm - I was a low-income first generation college student. And I also happen to be the Project Manager for their early college planning initiative, the research project of Bridget Terry Long's that enabled a great collaboration between HGSE and many of the advisory staff at uAspire since 2010.


The early college planning initiative or ECPI offered three workshops to Boston area parents of seven through tenth graders regarding financial planning for college and savings opportunities. The implementation of ECPI workshops reinforced several existing concerns and introduced a bunch of new questions.


So last spring Alex Chewning of uAspire VP of Evaluation and Research and I began working on how to measure award letter review impact. uAspire was developing the I Know What I Owe Program to pilot some new things and address some of the challenges that may have been seen in trying to engage students and parents in award letter review.


(Laura) described the resulting program, the I Know What I Owe, at the top of this call. And while the data collection (Laura) spoke of informed how to best help students with information they could collect. Our data collection during I Know What I Owe as examining the impact of the sessions themselves.


They tried a few new things, some new solutions and practices including creative and flexible scheduling over the Boston public schools' spring break week as an appointment based and walk in advising opportunity and also trying a lot of new outreach methods for recruitment that were varied and included targeting students in a variety of ways. Move to Slide 28.


We had a few goals for what we were piloting during I Know What I owe, obviously the first to increasing number of students served by award letter review sessions but also increasing the engagement of parents.


The I Know What I Owe branding and marketing was designed to raise family awareness of community resources available. And most importantly we wanted to use this opportunity to implement both a pre-session survey and a post-session survey for attendees.


This kind of survey collection is really difficult during typical school days advising sessions due to time constraints and capturing parent perspective is almost impossible.


So our goal was to gather data that may help us inform future programming beyond this small pilot. Keep in mind the initial data is from one pilot at one uAspire branch during one week of implementation. So there is still much to explore. But the initial results are promising. If you'll turn to the next slide.


Some things that we found at the top is that scheduling during spring break challenged our assumption that the break week would be a difficult time to reach families.


Attendance jumped from 12 sessions in 2013 to 89 sessions in 2014. And the proximity of spring break to decision and deposit deadlines for many tools made spring break a great teachable moment.


The pre and post-survey data demonstrated and increase in both parental and student understanding of college class. Seventy-nine percent of parents and 96% of students recorded that they better understood how much college would cost after the advising session.


In addition, data show an increase of how many parents and students reported having a plan to pay for college for that first year. Parents with a plan increased by 14% and students with a plan increased by 33%.


It's worth noting that when parents left and said they weren't sure how they were going to pay for that first year, they also left with resources on how to explore options and opportunities for follow up conversations. The next slide, Slide 30.


While parents and students were still concerned about how to pay for college after sessions, they did illustrate a better understanding of key financial terms and how to start moving forward a plan.


This table presents a snapshot of before and after questions. And we saw a jump of between 50 and 55% for parents who indicated that they understood well the total amount of financial aid being offered, the total amount of loans being offered and the total amount of grants and scholarships being offered. And for those same concepts, students indicated an increase of between 30 and 36%.


When we asked students before the advising - when we asked parents before the advising session if they understood the amount needed to pay for the first year of college that financially would not cover, only 16% indicated they understood that. Only 14% of students could say the same.


However, after the session, 75% of parents and 68% of students reported they understood that obligation well, which was a huge increase of understanding the key concepts.


Finally, while no parents reported knowing well how they'd pay for the amount not covered, half of them understood upon completion of the session. Student's knowledge of paying for the gap increased from 7% to 64%. The next slide.


I want to mention that we have also collaborated with uAspire to collect and analyze data to assess program impacts throughout the year through typical advising and school day programming.


We collected survey data from students at the beginning and the end of their senior year from most uAspire sites. And preliminary data show just under 3100 students who reported receiving at least one financial award letter, only 58% of those who did not attend an award letter review session said they knew how much they have to pay out of pocket for that first year of college.


If students attended an award letter review session, that percentage increased to 86%. And perhaps most importantly we saw evidence of the translation of knowledge (unintelligible). Only 41% of students receiving an award letter reported making a tuition deposit at the time of the end of year survey in mid May. However, 75% of those who attended a session made a tuition deposit.


So in wrap up, there are many promising practices evolving from data collection and this is just the initial review. More advanced analysis and inclusion of additional datasets including student/parent demographics, enrollment data, (facts) of renewal information are anticipated.


But from the snapshot we already have is the fact award letter review sessions are helpful and we can increase the opportunities for parents to participate by being mindful of the variables that are listed here.


We found the engagement of students and parents is important and makes it even better and that becoming more visible as a resource for parents and students in the community is helpful.


We look forward to taking those deeper dives in the data and continue to seek more. Hopefully we can inform the program and everyone in working so hard at developing to help our families make good financial and educational decisions. Thank you all for your time.

Greg Darnieder:
Thanks (Helena), Donald, Erika and (Laura) for a fascinating overview of what's happening with the financial aid award letters. (Ed), can you give the directions for folks to call in with comments or questions?

Coordinator:
Thank you speakers. For (unintelligible) we'll now begin the question and answer session. If you would like to ask a question, please press Star and then the number one. Please un-mute your phone and record your name clearly when prompted. To withdraw your request, press Star 2. One moment please for the first question.

Greg Darnieder:
So while we're waiting for the first question, comment to come in, thank (Laura) for just the reminder that how we basically have to assume nothing, right. You mentioned needing to define terms of the semester or the plus, you know, (miss under) interpreting the plus loans sort of thing.


And (Helena), I want to follow up with your last comments back to Erika and Donald. In terms of - from a practitioner standpoint, how do the two of you measure impact? What are your initial thoughts about, you know, this particular tool and the impact it's having? Any further comments, insights on that?

Erika Scott:
Yes. I think for spring breaks - this is Erika. You know, I think there's a couple of measuring of impacts going on at the same time for us since our academic advisor positions are so new. We're at the same time figuring out is the model that we have currently going to work, how are those interactions impacting the decisions that students are making.


And so I think they're kind of happening simultaneously. So I think one piece is, you know, definitely seeing our financial aid application numbers even going up; is that changing? Are we being able to encourage more students to go through this process?


I think the other pieces that's going to be helpful for us, which were' not tracking but we would get this from uAspire, is just, you know, if students are making better decisions based on these conversations and I think for this year it's going to be very much a baseline for us getting a chance to perfect these conversations and see maybe how decision making that students are making is being impacted.


So I think on a very, you know, basic level for us it's the best fit decision making and then the impact that those advisor relationships are having on student decisions for financial fit and institutional fit just in general. I hope - does that answer your question?

Greg Darnieder:
Yes. Yes. Yes. Donald.

Donald Kamentz:
Yes. I think that, you know, similar to Erika what she's noted, I think what has just changed for us is having this data not list sort of a stagnant place and it's sort of dependent upon who might be taking on the initiative or not that particular year but having it also collected and sort of stored and having it being able to be analyzed across the way.


And so I think the one challenging part has been for many of us is what you do when you get this data and then how do you robustly analyze it and is it dependent upon one person. And I think this a opportunity to really take that data and use it in a way that really is driving both decision making and sort of action by both our staff members and as well as our students and families is so significant.


And speaking from a level of authority rather than I think a lot of times I was very guilty of speaking almost subjectively. Like I remember when I got this letter I got - I remember seeing this and really being able to objectively sort of provide this information to our constituency as well as even our college partners and saying this is what we're seeing and how can we change this or how can we make it better or amplify this as well.

Greg Darnieder:
Great. Thank you. Thank you. (Ed), do we have a call there?

Coordinator:
Speakers you have you first question from Ms. (Marty Taylor). Line's open ma'am.

MorraLee Keller:
Hi. This is MorraLee Keller from NCAN. My question is a couple of you referred to during your presentations, you know, helping families understand the best financial fit. Can you respond to how you might define financial fit for some of your families? Is it always the lowest out of pocket cost institution or do you have varieties of definitions of financial fit?

Woman:
Thanks MorraLee. (Unintelligible).

Greg Darnieder:
Thanks MorraLee. Great question.

(Laura):
Thanks MorraLee. This is (Laura). I'll take a first stab at that. Clearly this is somewhat of the million dollar question of course and it relates to what is the right financial fit for one student might be a different financial fit for another either based upon their family's economic background and/or the course of studies that they're interested in pursuing.


And so it leads toward a return on investment question that I know many people in the country and uAspire included as well as some of our partners on the call are really exploring how to address in a systematic way.


In terms of what we do in our own practice at uAspire using the award letter view and analyzer, we break it down to looking at the total net cost, which of course includes the loans per year as well as any bill that needs to be paid.


And after we look at the comparison, we talk about a range of additional monies, that gap or that bill that's expected and when it is zero to $2000, we code that as green and saying that that's a doable gap to cover in order to - in order to meet the bill and in terms of affordability. This is after the federal loans are applied.


From 2 to $5000 in addition to pay the bill we put that as a code yellow saying that that's something that needs to be really considered and looked at and strategized. It's doable but it needs to be seriously examined.


And then we talk about in the three to - I'm sorry, in the 5000 and above. We call that a code red to really think about is this the right path for you. Are you going to be able to afford this for the two or four years? What would be the plan? So that it's looking beyond a single payment and a single bill and really thinking of the broader picture of what that means over time.


So in our perspective we see that within the federal loans that would be offered within the staffer program sub and un-sub and possibly (Perkins). We see that as possibly doable for that student. Anything beyond what those levels on top of it we raise questions for a family and students to consider what that means within their range. Of course this takes into account (EFC) conversations, et cetera, depending upon that family's background.

MorraLee Keller:
Thank you.

Greg Darnieder:
Okay. Thanks a lot. (Ed), do we have another call?

Coordinator:
Well just (the speakers) sir, no questions in the queue. But once again participants, to ask a question, press Star 1 and record your name. To withdraw your request, just press Star 2.

Greg Darnieder:
So while we're waiting, I'm going to come back to Erika and Donald. How does the financial aid award letter fit into a broader advising strategy that - I don't know.


Does it - do you start in their schools down to the freshman year maybe in Spring Branch's case or even down to middle grades? I should know this but Donald and - not sure you guys go down to middle grades. You well might. But yes, does this fit into a broader kind of financial literacy, financial college advising strategy? You know...

Donald Kamentz:
Yes. Yes it does. Greg, I think to your point we've always, you know, we have a comprehensive in house developed seminar program all the way down technically to freshman year and we're now backwards mapping that even into our middle school.


That said, I will tell you one of the things that we solved very, very quickly and uAspire was instrumental in sort of helping us with this was changing sort of the way we even used the terms. Like financial aid is a part of the process of a larger piece of college affordability.


And we were sometimes realizing in our own training that we were sort of inadvertently misaligning sort of expectations as well and just sort of that this was - financial aid is everything and it's no. It's a part of the process on the overall college affordability.


And so what we've done is we have work that we built in over the grade levels but we actually are relying very heavily on the comprehensive curriculum that uAspire has put together and goes all the way -- (Laura) alluded to it -- all the way to seventh grade.


So it's a perfect example of where we design something but we look to - we found the partners we already put them in place and we really liked and they're aligned very well with all the other work we're doing. And so we just naturally leaned on them and are going to incorporate all that robustly more this coming year.

Greg Darnieder:
Erika, any thoughts?

Erika Scott:
Yes. Interestingly enough, you know, because of our campus autonomy that all of our principals have I think every principal at the middle school level and even high school level really has chosen what they think fits best for their students. And so there (isn't) necessarily a comprehensive across the board. Here is what every seventh grader is learning about affordability or just finances in general, you know, some of that curriculum.


And so I think, you know, that traditionally there have been some partnerships with Junior Achievement and with Wells Fargo and some other organizations that have provided financial literacy to some aspect.


But I think the opportunity we have here with uAspire and just in general with our academic advisors and linking our academic advisors to our counseling positions is really giving us opportunity to have more of a strategic approach to these conversations at an earlier age.


And, you know, we have the challenge in our district too of really even just formulating or framing even the United States educational system for families who are not from the U.S. And so a part, you know, a part of that conversation is does college affordability, you know, financial literacy in general.


So at the moment, you know, we don't necessarily have a strategic implementation for what that looks like at each campus and it being kind of centralized - the curriculum being centralized and very much like, you know, (U.S. Prep), as Donald said, has their seminar courses.


Our superintendent has really been pushing for us to have these seminar courses because even through this award letter process we've realized, you know, we really don't have a lot of time with students to have these conversations. And so we need part of our normal curriculum even as the traditional public school system - we need that opportunity to have these types of conversations.


So I think this will inform conversations about centralizing some of this curriculum when it comes to this subject matter.

Greg Darnieder:
Yes. Thanks. I know we're almost to the top of the hour but (Laura), could you - when uAspire because you - then you guys have been out across the country.


Curious for those of us - for those listening in; when you start conversations with a charter management organization like (U.S. Prep) or (whatever) the school district, what are you looking for in terms of, you know, building a partnership assuming that whatever financial arrangements need to be made.


But what are you looking for in terms of structure or commitment on part of the district administrators in order to bring your resources and tools into their work?

(Laura):
Yes. Thanks for that question Greg. We have a couple different ways that we partner with organizations both CMOs, definitely school districts as well as non-profits or CBOs.


And we recognize that everyone is kind of at a different developmental level (unintelligible) and the affordability work they do with students. And we actually want to help meet folks where they're at in serving their students and families.


So we basically have two different ways we currently are partnering with folks. One is called topic training where that's more like a date where we might come and give a specific training for an organization or group on a very specific topic such as verification or facts of completion or award letter review.


And then we also have a high impact partnership program, which is a much more intense - we refer to it as more of a marriage relationship, which is typically very much a multiyear.


And in that respect it is something that we typically do an RFP process and we do some cost sharing matching, some philanthropy dollars that we raise with some (fees) from that partner organization.


And we're looking at finding someone who wants to change the way they do affordability work with their students and families; looking for folks who want to build the expertise and capacity of their staff; and we're looking for partners who are really interested in using data in an effective way that's utilized really from the program side, the planning side all the way down to students and families.


And so not everyone is able to participate in a data sharing agreement for example and not everyone is able to have leadership to really go after the program and the way they work with students.


So we can either offer single trainings for folks to help them out on a specific content element or we can do deeper partnership work to help to fund their programming and to become a national best practice site including the data analysis that goes along with that.

Greg Darnieder:
Great. Thanks for that. Well, thanks again to everyone for tuning in today. To (Laura), Erika, Donald and (Helena), thank you very, very much for the work that you're doing here. We need to do a follow up conversation in the fall with you guys to dig into this even further.


Again, the next call will be on the 16th with administrators from the State of Delaware in terms of a statewide (unintelligible) readiness strategy. So hopefully you can join us for that call. Have a great day and appreciate again your tuning in today.


All the - this call will join all of the other calls that are posted at the college (access affinity) group site and going back the last couple years. And so pull the presentation back up and dig into it even further. Fascinating contact information for all our presenters is on the last slide, as you probably saw.


All right (Ed). That brings today's call to an end.

Coordinator:
Thank you speakers. Participants, that concludes today's conference. Thank you for participating. You may now disconnect.

END

