
High schools can create a college-going culture that

helps students visualize themselves in college, cre-

ate strategic plans for reaching their postsecondary

aspirations, and support school personnel in mak-

ing college a reality regardless of family income and

other economic and social constraints.
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YOUNG CHILDREN DREAM of becoming firemen, doctors, and teach-
ers; those in middle school imagine themselves as athletes, actors,
and criminal investigators. By sophomore year in high school, the
overwhelming majority of adolescents expect to attend college, of-
ten at elite institutions such as Harvard or Stanford University.
Jobs become less defined as the choices for how to acquire them be-
come more immediate. For many students, their dreams of attend-
ing highly competitive, expensive private schools are as unrealistic
as becoming a movie actor or professional athlete. College ambi-
tions are pervasive, and while some students may set their sights
on public state schools or two-year institutions, the overwhelm-
ing majority expect to attain a four-year degree and this does not
significantly vary by social and economic resources or race and
ethnicity. Part of the lack of realism can be traced to the ubiq-
uitous societal view on the importance of college and the lack of
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1 o INNOVATIONS IN IMPROVING ACCESS TO HIGHER EDUCATION

information on what it takes to be accepted at a college both in
terms of academic preparation and economic and social resources.
Applying to a college that matches students' interests, academic
strengths and talents, and personal preferences, as well as family
values and resources, is a complicated process.

Applying to and enrolling in postsecondary schools is chal-
lenging for all students and it can be especially difficult for low-
income and first-generation college students.' Selecting the right
college is a complex undertaking, where access to information
and other resources exacerbates existing educational inequalities.
High schools serving primarily middle- and high-^income students
have considerable resources to promote the college-going pro-
cess and are supported in their efforts by teachers who are poised
and parents who are tenacious in farthering postsecondary aspi-
rations. The situation in high schools serving low-income popu-
lations, located in urban or rural areas, is quite different. Often-
times, the schools do nof have the resources to offer advanced
level courses or college guidance services, and parent knowledge
of the college application process and financial aid options is
limited.

Recently, a number of interventions have been designed to learn
how best to help low-income students enroll and persist in college.
These efforts are different from prior programs in that they are tar-
geted at those students whose academic skills and talents would be
better matched with more competitive postsecondary institutions
and include specific procedures for assisting in the college appli-
cation process including financial aid options. One of these inter-
ventions is the College Ambition Program (CAP), which takes a
somewhat broader approach, trying to change the high school cul-
ture into one where students not only talk about going to college
but also learn more about what it takes to be a competitive appli-
cant and how to match interests with postsecondary options. This
chapter describes the intricacies of the college-going process, com-
ponents of the CAP model, and its implementation, results, and
sustainability.
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PATHWAYS TO COLLEGE AND STEM CAREERS 11

The complexity of the college search process

Tbe experiences of adolescents in bigb scbool often determine tbe
trajectory of tbeir academic preparation, educational expectations,
and career knowledge—all of wbicb are critical for acbieving post-
secondary success. Recognizing tbe importance of advanced aca-
detnic courses critical for college preparation, many states bave in-
creased tbeir bigb scbool graduation requirements in subjects like
mathematics and science. Higb scbools serving middle- and bigb-
income students tended to offer these courses even before sucb
requirements existed. Not only do tbese scbools bave experience
offering sucb courses and teacbers witb expertise in tbese subjects,
tbere is support for tbe students to receive extra belp to succeed
in tbese courses. Additionally, parents often hire tutors to assist
students not only in remedial courses but also tbose in advanced
levels. In scbools serving low-income students, extra belp to suc-
ceed in tbese types of college preparation courses is not available
nor do parents bave tbe resources to bire tutors. Tbe cballenge for
tbe bigb scbool is bow to offer additional belp for tbese types of
courses—wbicb fall outside of tbe remedial curriculum and courses
for students witb special needs. Tbus, tbe very first and key part of
tbe college-going process is to encourage students to take advanced
level courses and to provide tbem witb tbe support to succeed in
tbese courses.

In addition to tbe academic cballenges of being prepared for col-
lege, tbere is tbe actual application process itself. Tbis can be espe-
cially difficult botb personally and institutionally. On tbe personal
side, students may aspire to certain types of jobs but are unaware of
bow mucb education is needed to acbieve tbeir goals. Referred to
as baving unaligned ambitions, tbis is most common among tbose
students wbose parents bave not attended postsecondary scbool,
altbougb students in middle- and upper-class families can also be
misinformed and overestimate bow mucb education is required for
certain jobs. Having unaligned ambitions can affect tbe types of
programs and institutions students are interested in attending.^
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12 INNOVATIONS IN IMPROVING ACCESS TO fflGHER EDUCATION

Another challenge for students (particularly low income and mi-
nority) is "undermatching," which is when students possess the
necessary academic preparation to attend a more selective four-
year institution, yet choose to attend a less-selective one and some-
times such institutions can end up being more expensive.^ Research
examining those students who are undermatched indicates that
they are less likely than their peers to complete their degree on
time and are more likely to drop out of college altogether."^ One
population that seems highly prone to undermatch are those high
school students living in rural areas of the United States.'

On the institutional side, the process of seeking out, applying,
and enrolling in college is increasing in complexity, driven in part
by changes in university marketing and recruitment practices, and
rising costs of college and institutional factors such as decreas-
ing campus need-based aid.̂  The process of researching, planning,
and preparing to go to college is one that requires years of care-
ful consideration, years that need to start well before the senior
year. In many high schools with higher than average college atten-
dance numbers, the college selection process heats up in the end
of sophomore year with notices of when and how to prepare for
college entrance exams and the possibility of applying for early ad-
mission. The early admission process begins in earnest in the jimior
year. AVithout interventions earlier in the secondary school expe-
rience, by senior year, many students who try to begin the college
search process can become overwhelmed and simply give up or take
a path of least resistance and apply to a local two-year college.

For all students, selecting colleges that align with their interests,
skills, and talents requires a strategic planning process that relies
on knowledgeable family and school personnel who can provide
requisite information for making sound postsecondary choices. As
shown in Figure 1.1, Schneider & Stevenson outlined key steps
in acquiring the knowledge, skills, and mindsets necessary to be
successful in the college search.^

First, and perhaps most important, a student needs to visualize
oneself as a college student. This means not only understanding
what the college experience looks and feels like, but also being able
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PATHWAYS TO COLLEGE AND STEM CAREERS 13

Figure 1.1. The college search: A theory of action

> visualize oneself ^ ^ transform interest
as a college ^ ^ into realistic

student ^T actions

to place herself in the shoes of a college student—knowing some-
thing about what is expected, the courses one should take, and how
to manage their time. Second, a student needs to transform that vi-
sion into realistic actions by making tangible connections to actions
that can help reach their goal. This might entail taking more rig-
orous courses, becoming involved in extracurricular activities, or
seeking out tutoring to become more proficient in a subject area.
Finally, once seeing the connections between the vision of college
enrollment and specific actions in high school, a student creates a
plan for securing financial aid, navigating relevant deadlines, and
settling on where to live and how to make that happen. Parent and
family resources in more affluent communities frequently support
this third step (ofren referred to as "helicopter" parents), which of-
ten involves specific logistical knowledge and resources including
frequent trips to colleges and explicitly going over the details of the
first few weeks of postsecondary school. In school contexts with
fewer resources, creating strategic plans becomes a much more
challenging process, and a student can easily become overwhelmed
and unsure of what information is required—from filling out hous-
ing forms to vmderstanding what is owed for tuition, and when that
amount has to be paid.

Assisting high school students in the college application
process

There are a number of interventions currently in place that have
been specifically designed to assist low-income students in the
college-going process. Some of these focus on completing finan-
cial aid forms, others on coaching and mentoring models. With-
out a doubt, certain key behaviors, such as completing the Free
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14 INNOVATIONS IN IMPROVING ACCESS TO HIGHER EDUCATION

Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) form and submitting
on-time college applications, serve as gatekeepers for enrollment.
However, focusing exclusively on these tasks has the potential to
encourage students to fill out applications for the sake of filling
them out, without receiving the necessary mindset and support for
following through to enrollment. This is not to say that an effective
school-wide program should not focus on FAFSA or college appli-
cations; rather, a comprehensive program should attend to these
gatekeeping steps as part of a larger spectrum of microlevel shifts
in students' knowledge and attitudes toward college going.

In the past several years, funding and interest have increased
in school-based models that place college advisors in low-income
schools for a one- to two-year period.^ The advisor, or "coach,"
model, functions somewhat akin to other education programs, such
as Teach For America (TFA) and The Teaching Fellows (TF),
which recruit high-performing, achievement-oriented recent col-
lege graduates, provide them with basic training and support, and
then place them in high-needs schools. In the case of the National
College Advising Corps (NCAC) and other coach models, advi-
sors serve as college coaches, and work with seniors to fill out col-
lege applications and submit required financial aid forms. In many
cases, coaches are affiliated with the school guidance staff in which
they work and spend much of their time in one-on-one meetings
with juniors and seniors. Coaches are an important part of de-
veloping and sustaining a college-going culture within a school
while providing crucial services and support for students to attend
college.

To be sure, there are certain advantages afforded by the coach
model. For one, coaches tend to be young, driven, and often come
from more diverse racial and socioeconomic backgrounds than
most high school guidance staff. This could likely translate into
strong relationships and trust between coaches and students, and
encourage more students to follow their advice and apply for ad-
mission and aid. In addition, since most coaches tend to be recent
college graduates, they are in a unique situation to mentor high
school seniors, having just spent time in college and famihar with
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PATHWAYS TO COLLEGE AND STEM CAREERS 15

questions and apprehensions that seniors may have about begin-
ning the process. This would likely improve the "take-up" of advice
and counsel from coach to prospective student. College coaches
are typically limited to a small set of college-related tasks, namely,
working with upperclassmen to encourage filling out applications
for admission and financial aid, as well as providing in-the-moment
advice and mentoring during one-on-one sessions.

Supporting students in high school: The College
Ambition Program

CAP is more holistic in its approach to college entrance and fo-
cuses not only on juniors and seniors, but is available to all stu-
dents as the process begins well before the final two years of high
school. Designed to promote a college-going culture in schools,
CAP works to improve adolescents' understanding of the educa-
tional requirements for a given career path and assists students in
developing the knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors to attain that
goal, CAP includes four components: (1) tutoring and mentoring,
(2) course counseling and advising, (3) financial aid planning and
assistance, and (4) college experiences—^visits to campuses. Lever-
aging near-age peers, low-cost mobile technology and texting, and
university-based partnership, the CAP model not only supports the
development of a college-going culture in high schools, but is built
to be sustained by the school after the initial research/trial period
ends.

Each of the four components primarily operates through a
"CAP Center" that is open three days a week for six hours, in-
cluding after school. This schedule is designed to be accessible to
students while not disrupting class attendance during the day. The
CAP Center is an integral part of the school rather than just a sup-
plemental service. Announcements and signs are posted through-
out the building, and CAP staff members are encouraged to make
presentations in classes and attend school functions. Students are
encouraged by their teachers and counselors to attend the Center
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16 INNOVATIONS EST IMPROVING ACCESS TO HIGHER EDUCATION

for tutoring belp and college preparation. A full-time CAP site co-
ordinator organizes tbe mentors and otber activities sponsored by
CAP, including scbool-wide events and college visits.

CAP bas developed an extensive set of activities, beginning
wben students first enter bigb scbool tbat belps tbem make more
informed cboices about courses and tbe steps for applying to differ-
ent types of colleges. One programmatic aspect of CAP is to intro-
duce students to colleges tbat have specialized programs in science,
tecbnology, engineering, and matbematics (STEM). Low-income
and minority students are underrepresented in STEM fields. Col-
leges and employers are actively recruiting STEM college majors
and projections by tbe Bureau of Labor Statistics and otber fed-
eral agencies indicate tbat careers in STEM fields are likely to

increase.'
Partnering with tbe scbools' counseling staff, CAP staff ad-

vises students on selecting courses tbat align witb particular ca-
reers of interest and curriculum requirements for tbeir individual
needs. CAP offers tutorial belp using undergraduate students for
subjects in wbicb students often bave demonstrated difficulty—
algebra, statistics, biology, cbemistry, pbysics, and Englisb—all of
wbicb are important for college admissions and entrance exams.
Tbese near-age undergraduate tutors (often of like race and etb-
nicity) are clear role models of successful college students. Trained
not only to complete bomework assignments, tbe tutors are avail-
able during CAP bours as well as after scbool for belp and advice.
CAP bas been successful in recruiting bonors students ftom local
undergraduate STEM programs, wbo describe tbeir experiences
as "an opportunity to give back," "a cbance to belp someone like
me and tbe cballenges I bad," and "learning more about wbo I am
and wbetber working in a scbool is a possibility for my future."

Tb address some of tbe financial pressures low-income families
may face in paying for college, CAP bas developed a series of ma-
terials tbat go beyond just assisting students tbrougb tbe EAFSA
process. CAP supports students in searcbing for scbolarsbips and
additional grants, understanding bow mucb money students are
still responsible for after receiving scbolarsbips and/or financial
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aid, and what actionable steps students and their families need to
complete between college acceptance and matriculation in the fall.
For example, CAP helps students prepare for invitational inter-
views to prestigious four-year colleges, relying on the expertise of
one of the CAP coordinators who had previously worked in college
admissions at an elite university. Additionally, CAP has worked
with the law school to assist parents with immigration problems
and tax issues that could prevent their children from receiving fed-
eral financial aid.

Even when low-income students receive acceptance into col-
lege and financial aid, some still fail to matriculate in the fall. CAP
intensively works with graduating seniors in May to identify how
much money the family and the student needs to begin college in
the fall, what health insurance and other forms must be completed,
how to plan for living arrangements, how to register for classes, and
how to seek employment (especially work-study opportunities).

CAP has also designed a special training program for students
visiting campuses to assist them in evaluating how the college fits
their expectations. In contrast to various other programs or inter-
ventions that might offer college visits ofrentimes only to high per-
forming students, CAP provides this opportunity to all students at
no cost and takes advantage of local programs and foundations that
can support the costs associated with each trip. Prior to each visit,
students prepare in advance—learning what to look for at each
campus and what questions to ask admissions representatives while
on the visit. This has been a beneficial experience for many of the
students who have never been on a college campus even though
they may Uve only twenty minutes away. Responses from college
visit evaluations indicate for some students the visit helped to shape
their views on the type of campus where they would feel more "at
home" and able to succeed.

Summer outreach

Even if students successfully navigate the college application and
selection process during high school, the summer between their
graduation and the start of college has been found to be a
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vulnerable time in which students who intend to enroll in college
fail to actually matriculate.'" This phenomenon is commonly re-
ferred to as "summer melt." (See Chapter 4 in this volume.) Based
on the research of sutnmer melt, in the spring of 2012, CAP ex-
tended its near-age mentoring to a subsample of randomly selected
students in the intervention schools as well as in a sample of
matched comparison schools. Before graduation, seniors in both
CAP and matched comparison schools were asked to fill out an
exit survey which included questions about their future plans (at-
tend a university, college, community college, trade school, and so
on) and general levels of comfort with the financial aid, registra-
tion, and orientation process. Students were also asked to provide
multiple means of contact, such as a mobile phone number or an
email address.

Selected students were assigned to one of a small group of sum-
mer mentors, made up of current tindergraduates and graduate stu-
dents working on campus in the summer. Some mentors worked
with CAP during the school year and some responded to a posted
announcement on a university-wide service learning job/volunteer
board. Each mentor attended a two-hour training with a CAP staff
member that covered several topics, including maintaining stu-
dents' privacy and confidentiality, tips for mentoring adolescents,
and a general background on the most common financial aid ques-
tions students might encounter. Following the templates created
by Castleman et al., CAP developed a series of contact protocols
tailored to specific issues and modes of interaction." These in-
cluded an initial "intake" interview template and several different
follow-up protocols for providing more in-depth assistance. One
key finding coming out of the summer work was that text messag-
ing serves as a low cost and efficient means of encouraging partic-
ipation in CAP interventions. Oiu- take-up rates were very close
to the rate reported by Castleman et al., with nearly 60 percent of
students responding to text message outreach.'^ Take-up rates for
email contact were much lower, at about 20 percent.

Reinforced by the need to reach students both in and out
of school and the initial success of summer mentoring through
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texdng support, in the 2012-2013 school year CAP implemented a
randomized "microintervention." This randomized within-school
study allows for more accurate estimation of program effects at the
student level as well as reaching more students through a more in-
novative medium—their cell phone. Advances in smartphone and
mobile application (app) technology provide new ways for out-
reach, especially for adolescents. Using smartphones not only can
expand the extent to which information and resources can reach
students but it also can provide students with direct interaction
and opportunities for obtaining follow-up information from the
services.

The use of smartphones in education is also growing among
the adolescent population, even those students from low-income
households, with approximately one in three students using their
phones for help on homework.'^ Growth can also be seen in smart-
phone companies that spend an estimated $20 billion a year on re-
search and development. Contrast that to the annual spending of
the National Science Foimdadon, around $250 million, it is evi-
dent that the ability to use smartphones to support students tran-
sitioning to adulthood is not only cutting edge, but is quickly be-
coming a necessity.

The microintervention experiment intended to provide data
for measuring the effects by generating random variation in stu-
dent participation in CAP through the use of a targeted "nudge."
Rather than directly assigning students to receive the CAP treat-
ment, the probability that a random student takes the treatment
is encouraged through the nudge text message with information
or upcoming deadlines. This generates experimental-type condi-
tions, but where conducting a randomized experiment is not a
possibility (for example, limiting CAP services to a random sam-
ple of students within a high school).'"^ The strength of the en-
couragement is hypothesized to be driven by simple changes in
students' "default behaviors," a concept which has been used to
more generally motivate another college access intervention.'' In
this context, the default behavior of most students is not to em-
ploy an available resource for college access (for example, the CAP
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center) that is nearly costless to the student and potentially quite
beneficial.

The text messages were sent between 3:30 p.m. and 4:00 p.m. on
three consecutive Mondays in the month of Eebruary. Each week,
the text message highlighted a different aspect of CAP services, in-
cluding help with college applications, filling out the EAESA, and
searching for scholarships and awards to reduce the cost of atten-
dance. The ftill text of each message is below, (Note: each message
is customized to match school characteristics, such as CAP center
location, and so on.)

Week One: It's not too late to apply for college! Most schools accept ap-
plications undl March 1st or even later. Stop by CAP in Rm 305 today to
get application help.

Week Two: Worried about paying for college? You could qualify for up to
half off your college tuition. Stop by CAP in Rm 305 today to learn more
about financial aid.

Week Three: Need help finding scholarships for college? Not sure where
to look? The CAP Center in Rm 305 can help you find extra money for
college. Stop by soon!

The research utilizing text messaging as part of CAP is prelim-
inary and ongoing, but we expect that this will be a cost effective
and efficient means of boosting CAP participation in treatment
schools. More importantly, it provides within school randomized
estimates of take-up. Based on results ftom first year of the nudge
experiment, we find among those students who received the nudge
compared to students who did not that the treated were more likely
to visit the CAP center {t = 19, p < .0001). Given the relatively
low cost of the intervention (about $6 per student), the limited la-
bor required, and its ability to reach students personally, we are
optimistic that this design will be useftil in a larger set of treat-
ment schools and as a practical way to get students knowledge and
helpful information,
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Preliminary findings
To measure tbe impact of CAP on college going, multiple mea-
sures were created and obtained ftom student, mentor, and teacber
surveys, CAP coordinator logs and sign-in data, and intensive
interviews witb students, teacbers, and otber scbool staff. Items
on CAP student questionnaires were drawn ftom national student
surveys, wbicb facilitate comparison of CAP survey data witb na-
tionally representative samples. Survey measures included items
on postsecondary expectations, college ambition, perceptions of
college cost, financial aid, various actors' inñuence on tbe college
planning/application process, students' matb and science percep-
tions, and demograpbic variables of interest. College enrollment
and cboice of major data are obtained ftom tbe senior exit survey.
Tbe CAP data are also augmented witb additional data ftom scbool
administrative records. After tbree years, tbe following briefly de-
scribes tbe first set of findings, ftom analyses of tbe surveys and
interviews.

Student responses on surveys merged witb state data were an-
alyzed using several statistical procedures. Tbe following results
are based on six bigb scbools in mid-Micbigan tbat participated
as eitber a treatment or a control scbool. Using pre- and postsur-
vey data ftom bigb scbool seniors in botb treatment and control
scbools, tbe analysis examines tbe impact of tbe CAP interven-
tion on seniors' intent to enroll in postsecondary institution im-
mediately after tbeir bigb scbool graduation. Tbis impact analysis
employs logistic regression to measure several potential postsec-
ondary intentions taken in tbe senior year including no college,
attendance at a two-year college, and attendance at a four-year col-
lege and tbeir eventual destinations fall 2012.'^ Results ftom tbese
inferential statistics indicate tbat among tbose students wbo par-
ticipated in CAP in tbe first tbree years, students in urban scbools
were significantly less likely to expect to attend a four-year college
compared to tbeir counterparts in tbe rural scbools; on average, ur-
ban students were 21 percentage points lower tban rural students
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in their expectations. Minority students were also significantly less
likely to expect to attend a four-year college, with a predicted prob-
ability 7 percentage points lower than nonminority students.

Consistent with previous research, males are more likely than
females to pursue a degree in STEM; in our sample the predicted
probability for males to be interested in a STEM major was 13.5
percentage points higher than the females. There was a difference
between urban and rural schools in STEM major as well; the pre-
dicted probability for urban schools was 4 percentage points higher
than rural schools. Examining the differences between the treat-
ment and control schools, students in the treatment schools were
more likely to show interest in pursuing a STEM major, with a
difference in predicted probability of 5.7 percentage points.

A preliminary analysis of actual postsecondary enrollment rates
with a partial sample of treatment schools shows a positive and
significant treatment effect on all postsecondary enrollment (i =
29.90,/) < .0001). The sample for this statistical analysis included
a large sample {n > 1,000) of students in both treatment and con-
trol groups and made use of actual postsecondary enrollment data
from 2006-2007 to 2010-2011. These results are consistent with
prior simulation estimates using propensity-matching techniques
with large national datasets.''' While we are encouraged by these
results, they are still preliminary and do not meet the conditions
by which one could estimate a causal link between treatment and
enrollment. As we continue to add treatment schools and expand
our control sample, we will further systematically and rigorously
examine this relationship.

Student perspectives

In summer 2012, intensive qualitative interviews were conducted
with a randomly selected group of seniors regarding their plans
for the fall, what they were doing over the summer, and their ex-
pectations and concerns about graduating high school and enter-
ing college.'^ These interviews provide a rich source of data that
highlights the development and familial resources these students
face, in combination with institutional, school-related problems.
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Preliminary findings point to issues of individuation and indepen-
dence (that is, the developmental process of young adults including
their self-concept, sense of responsibilities, and behaviors) in leav-
ing home for college.'' Leaving home for college raises concerns
among students even if they plan on living at home while attending
community college.

One of the overriding themes from the interviews indicate that
familial and parental support, ofren conceived of as a universal asset
to developing college ambition, appears to function in highly com-
plex ways in students' lives. For example, there seems to be a differ-
ence between parental support in urban and rural families, where
parental support in urban contexts encourages students to go out
on their own, while parental support in rural contexts tends to en-
courage students to stay close to home for a longer period. The
following quotes extracted from some of the interviews transcribed
and coded for issues of self-esteem, independence, and strategic
planning underscore these differences and illustrate how students'
development and familial resources interact with the school and
academic context in transitioning from high school to college.

Miranda lives in a rural community and plans to pursue a career
in the medical field. At first she thought about attending a four-
year college but she worried that she was not ready for such a big
transition. Her family is supporting her to attend a two-year col-
lege and live at home. "My parents wanted me to go to college and
pushed that. I've talked to people older than me at CAP lab and
stuffand I said my parents always pushed me to go. One student in
the CAP center said, 'Oh, my parents never did, that wasn't even
talked about.' That was shocking to me, because my parents have
always pushed that." However, when it came time to complete the
FAFSA, Miranda received less support. "My mom was really up-
set. She actually did a lot of it. She said if you don't get anything
from this then I'm not doing it again. I know they want you to do
it every single year, but if you don't benefit from it then why am I
going to waste my time."

Helen also lives in a rural area and plans to attend a four-year
college in the fall. She discusses the lack of college resources in her
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life: "I don't really talk to many people who have gone to college.
I don't get a chance to really talk to them. Because I'm not close
enough to them to even care to ask. And I don't want to get all per-
sonal with somebody if they're not like a close friend. I don't want
to pry into their life or anything. So I usually just let it go." She de-
scribes the resistance she faced from her aunt, who suggested that
she pursue a two-year degree rather than attend a university. "[She]
was all like 'you couldn't afford university anyways so you might as
well just go to [community college]' but Helen resolved, "I'm not
going to let my financial situation hold me back firom doing what I
want to do." She further explains the challenges of talking with her
mother, who did not attend any postsecondary school. "She is hard
to have a conversation with. She doesn't understand anything." In-
stead Helen has turned for help firom a friend's parent, "My best
friend. Allie... her mom has helped me out a lot. Looking at all my
stuff and showing me how to do everything. She helped me with
the housing because she helped Allie do hers. These people are the
ones that help me out... the ones that know what to do. My mom
is kind of clueless."

While the familial support may differ by context, both rural and
urban first-generation students faced challenges in accessing the
necessary information and resources. One urban two-year college-
bound student, Sarafina, describes getting advice from others she
knew, "And I was thinking to myself one day, well, how am I sup-
posed to do all of this and college? And so I would ask other college
students, [and] my sisters, because I trust them, and they're all, 'Oh
no, it's fine. You're only going into class for a couple of hours for
maybe one or two days a week', and it's hke, 'Ok, if you say so.'"
She explains that she got information from counselors at school
because, as a first-generation student, "My parents couldn't really
talk about it."

Compared to the rural schools, the urban ones have more ac-
cess to more resources, courses, and college-preparation materials.
Sarafina describes the college preparation she received as a part of
the International Baccalaureate Program (IB) at her school, "The
IB teachers they say over and over and over again, more than any
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Other teachers. This is a syllabus, this is what it's going to be like
in college; you might want to keep up,"

Helen (see above) on the other hand, discusses her ftustration
with the lack of adequate academic challenge and college prepara-
tion at her school. She compares her public school with the local
Catholic school, explaining that the teachers have high standards
and that the students there have higher test scores as a result. "We
are just kind of like-left. I don't think they did enough for us. I
think they could have done more especially preparing us for col-
lege. We only offer two AP classes, AP biology and AP English.
I didn't do those. I took CP (college prep) English and even that
was still a joke. Like, there was nothing college prep about it; our
papers were worth ten points."

Eriends and peers appear to help one another contributing to the
college-going attitudes and behaviors of each other. John, a rural
student intending to transfer to a four-year college after starting
at a community college, describes the way his ftiends supported
each other to pursue their college goals, "They have similar goals,
going for four-year degrees, or maybe a little more afterwards...
Everybody is in the same boat asking questions senior year, 'Where
are you going to college? Do you think it's going to be hard' kind
of questions. Everyone is working on each other." An urban four-
year college-bound student, Lloyd, describes the pressure he felt
from his peers in honors classes to follow a similar path to college.
"I take a lot of honors classes so most of the people in my classes
are college bound. So I mean, I think they have influenced me a lot
as far as the want to get good grades and the want to go to college
and I mean everybody else around me is doing it, shoot, end up the
only one not doing it,"

An urban two-year college-bound student, Brittany, describes
the college press among her peers. "We always talked about college
since we were freshman in high school. 'What are you going to do?
Where are you going to be?' Like we were little kids still. 'When
I grow up I want to be this that and the other,' So my friends and
I, we stayed on track together. We always helped each other study.
We always helped each other with homework. Sometimes we didn't
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do bomework, but we said, 'Girl, we got to get tbat work done!"'
Even wben sbe bad a baby in tbe tniddle of ber junior year, ber
ftiends provided support to belp ber keep up. Tbey would say, "'If
you need me to watcb bim so you can get sometbing done, I'll do
it.' Tbey were more tban 'let me be tbere for you' and I was like.
Ok. So my ftiends influenced me by making sure I stayed on task
and 'do you need belp witb your bomework' 'did you get wbat you
missed wben you bad Jay?' I got it. Tbanks everybody. My ftiends
are good."

Sustainability, policy, and practical applications
CAP is specifically designed for low-income public bigb scbools
and seeks to operate at a relatively small price tag so tbat tbe
lessons learned can be modeled into existing programs. One con-
sideration for new intervention programs like CAP is to plan bow
to make tbese programs sustainable beyond two or tbree years—
specifically, bow to access and train buman and intellectual re-
sources in tbe scbool tbat can take over tbe scbool-wide inter-
vention. One possible idea is to leverage younger teacbers in tbe
building wbo may be pursuing advanced degrees in educational
leadersbip (required to become a building principal or district ad-
ministrator). Most degree programs require teacbers to take on a
specific leadersbip role often focused on reaching struggling stu-
dents. Anotber idea is to include time in tbe CAP center as part
of tbe internsbip experience for begitming bigb scbool teacbers.
In tbe future, CAP vdll be working witb tbe secondary teacber
education program to determine if tbe training of bigb scbool
teacbers can incorporate sucb experiences into tbeir programmatic
requirements.

As tbe demand for a college-educated population increases,
so bave tbe numbers of interventions, many of wbicb in-
clude components, sucb as training for counselors to improve
tbeir college counseling expertise, oftering scbools tutoring and
mentoring staff, providing information and assisting students witb
filling out financial aid forms, and taking students on college visits.
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While helpful, these interventions typically focus on one aspect
of the college-going process, and few deliver training for ac-
cessing and using the information that many parents and stu-
dents need to understand the material they receive. In contrast to
these one-dimensional reforms, CAP is specifically designed to be
an intervention that comprehensively connects several important
aspects of the college-going process. Extending support services to
students through the use of text messaging as well over the sum-
mer through simple, cost-effective outreach might further increase
the likelihood of students successfully fulfilling their postsecondary
aspirations. The process of navigating the myriad challenges stu-
dents face on the road to college enrollment cannot be solved by
interventions that focus support on the senior year. Rather, a truly
comprehensive approach must meet students in all grades (9-12)
where they are, and begin to build skills and mindsets to smooth
the process as they grow older. A fixation on the gatekeepers of col-
lege going ignores the many challenges low-income students face
along the way, leading many to arrive at the gate, but far fewer to
walk through.
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