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Executive Summary

This study was undertaken from March to July 2008 on behalf of the non-profit college
access organization, A CALL TO COLLEGE (ACTC). Its primary purpose was to
identify the major roadblocks to successful college aspiration and attendance specific to
the children and families in the Newark City School (NCS) system. Information and data
related to college aspiration, preparation and knowledge in NCS was gathered using two
methods: direct interviews and survey instruments. A total of 36 internal and external
stakeholders were interviewed. Over 90% of all elementary, middle and high school
classroom teachers, key staff (guidance counselors, social workers, etc.), half of all 4%,
6%, and 8™ grade students and over 350 parents completed surveys for the study.

The project generated a great deal of valuable data. For the purposes of this report, the
four dimensions of college access identified and defined by the Ohio Board of Regent’s
Division of Educational Linkages & Access provided a lens through which to view the
data and a systematic way to narrow the study’s focus. The four dimensions were:
aspiration, academic preparation, affordability and availability. The data gathered
through both surveys and interviews were reviewed and grouped by these categories and
then analyzed. The analysis revealed behaviors, skills, knowledge, attitudes and
activities critical to successful college access that were in need of supplementary
~ attention. By category, the most significant findings were:

Aspiration - ~

s»Pervasive generational poverty in NCS families undermines the primacy of high -
school graduation and college attendance. In addition, many families, although
perceived by their children to be supportive of their education, lack the social and
cultural capital needed to help their children to find and stay on the path to post-
secondary education.

»The NCS students surveyed fell a full 10% below the national norm for college
aspiration. Their responses also revealed an underdeveloped sense of goal setting and
an inability to connect classroom learning with careers.

+»Although parents were not worried about their child acquiring the education and skills
necessary to become a successful adult, they did overwhelmingly name career
exploration and college advising as two activities that would add to their child’s
education the most positively.

s»Teachers, staff and community stakeholders expressed unequivocal concern about the
lack of family engagement in the educational process and its negative impact on the
development of academic aspiration in their children.

Academic Preparation
“The great majority of both parents and students surveyed felt that NCS teachers and

staff held high expectations. However, from the perspective of the school system, the
expectation threshold set by students and families was not remotely high enough.



Thus, there existed a serious disconnect between the two groups regarding an
acceptable standard for effort and rigor.

% The student survey revealed a pronounced and broad-based reluctance by students to
take on challenging assignments and classes.

s Teachers and staff felt strongly that students did not engage in adequate learning
activities outside of school. Student survey answers confirmed this opinion.
Reported time spent on homework, reading for fun and doing school and community
activities was much less than time spent on television, video games and socializing
with friends.

s»Teachers and staff also expressed significant discontent with the students’ awareness
and utilization of educational resources in the Newark community. The students’
responses did indicate a need to take better advantage of what Newark offers.
However, in some areas, the students’ level of experience exceeded the teachers’
perceptions. In others, like attending events or activities on the high school campus,
the frequency was surprisingly low.

s»Teachers and staff considered poor school attendance a major barrier to academic
preparation and success. In their opinion, the dissolution of bussing has further
aggravated this problem.

Affordability

s»All three surveys and many of the individual interviews identified the lack of “college
knowledge” and poor to absent financial planning and information as two particularly
large college access hurdles in NCS.

*Even though students felt their parents were supportive of their schooling, this
perceived support did not extend to parents helping them pay for college in the future.

*Ohio is not an exceptionally affordable place for a student to pursue a higher
education due to inadequate state financial support. This fact is further compounded
when the student comes from a low-income family.

Availability
*»Educational options are numerous and available for Newark and Ohio residents. This
dimension of the college access pathway is not a barrier to students and families in
NCS. :

After a thorough analysis of the findings, the study then identified the most pressing
needs relative to college awareness, aspiration and attendance. They were: career
education and planning, college knowledge, academic mastery and parent engagement.
The major challenges to moving forward will be sustainable capacity building on the part
of ACTC, adapting the organization’s mission and current structure to new programming
and staffing needs and the precarious state of NCS finances. The opportunities presented
by extending ACTC outreach into early awareness are numerous and compelling. They
include: the sheer and urgent need on the part of the school system and the city, the
recent increased state and national emphasis on college access, the excellent possibilities
to forge new and effective local partnerships, the additional opportunities to enlarge the
ACTC funding base and the growth of the organization’s reach and already strong
reputation.



Introduction and Context

From the time a child is born it is difficult to imagine a parent or guardian from any
social class, any racial or ethnic group, any gender, or any age who does not hope for all
the good in life for that child.

-From Equity 2000: A Systemic Education Reform Model

The opening quote expresses an unspoken yet deeply held belief shared by the vast
majority of adults entrusted with raising a child. Most beginnings naturally generate this
sense of unconditional optimism and high expectations. There are few things more
uplifting than to watch a child learn, grow and strive to reach his or her full potential. For
some children, however, the promise with which they entered the world is greatly
compromised over time by the hard and very limiting realities of their day-to-day
circumstances. Among other outcomes, these difficulties often negatively affect their
educational achievement and dampen aspiration. In most cases, these children simply
have fewer resources and less support to help them find and navigate the road to school
success. Although extensive research shows underserved' students hope to graduate from
high school and go to college at nearly identical rates to students from middle- and high-
income families, there nonetheless exists a wide gap in post-secondary attendance and
completion between disadvantaged and advantaged students.

The barriers that prevent underserved students from actualizing their dream of college
attendance are varied, cumulative in effect and often complex to address. In 2002, the
Ohio Board of Regent’s Division of Educational Linkages & Access formulated a
systems approach to understanding college access. In their approach, they define and
divide system requirements, as well as access barriers, into four main categories:
aspiration, academic preparation, affordability and availability. (Appendix A). As one
can see, this model identifies over 30 different barriers among the four main categories.
At first look, the system requirements and potential barriers listed by the Access Pathway
model can appear overwhelming. However, understanding and addressing the network of
attitudes, beliefs, opportunities, preparation and resources that operate in these four
important dimensions are critical to successful college access outreach.

In order to be competitive in the global, knowledge-based economy of the 21* century, as
well as improve the chances of enjoying “all the good in life”, parents, educators and
entire communities must do everything in their power to convey to each and every
elementary, middle and high school student that the successful completion of some form
of post-secondary education is a necessity, not just an option. As the Access Pathway
model implies, the economic advancement of Ohio and an improved quality of life for its
citizens are two critical outcomes of college access and success. Twenty-five to fifty
years ago preparing just a third of young people for college still managed to grow the
local, state and national economy because the remaining two-thirds could earn a

! The adjective “underserved” is defined as low-income students, students who are the first generation in
their families to attend college, underrepresented minorities and students with disabilities.



comfortable living wage by farming or in factory work. This educational paradigm was
particularly prevalent in Newark with its large industrial base surrounded by productive
farmland. Today, however, it is widely accepted that most future jobs will require
education and technical skills beyond high school and the diminished

agricultural/manufacturing model can no longer even sustain, less than grow, a
community like Newark.

This study was undertaken to identify the primary roadblocks to successful college access
specific to the Newark City School (NCS) system. Accordingly, information was
gathered by asking those directly involved or partnering with NCS: teachers, staff,
students, parents and selected community agencies and institutions. Thus, perspectives
from the constituencies who have firsthand knowledge and much at stake inform the
study’s final recommendations. Lastly, and very importantly, the following assumptions
undergird this entire report:

+The individual, family and community benefits of increasing students’
educational aspiration and attainment in the county’s largest school system far
outweigh the necessary investment of human and financial resources.

*»The school system and A CALL TO COLLEGE (ACTC) are equal and
supportive partners who agree that solutions will be found only through
collaborative, informed and sustainable action.

+»Shaping and guiding the lives of underserved students and their families require
extraordinary passion, energy, commitment, creativity and an open mind.

*»Every single employee in the school systém and all members of the community
have the capacity and opportunity to be a part of the solution.

+»High drop out and low college-going rates in NCS are not tied to new, sudden
or isolated factors. These two concerns have persisted over a long period of
time and cannot be attributed to any one source.

< To find effective solutions, the school, the students, their families and the
community at large must all take ownership of the challenges, feel a sense of
urgency and act jointly.

“»Regardless of actions taken, results will not be immediate. Only deliberate,
long-term interventions can achieve significant and meaningful improvement.
“+Gains made at one level may be lost at the next unless a systemic P-12
approach is developed. Such an approach requires clearly articulated and
shared system-wide goals, effective top-down, middle-out, bottom-up
communication and coordinated, coherent action between the primary and

secondary levels.

+»Consistent with its organizational mission, any earl y outreach conducted by
ACTC will focus on the educational ceiling (college™) and not the floor (hlgh
school graduation®).

2 For the purposes of this report, “college” means a program leading to a post-secondary credential:
bachelor’s degrees, associate’s degrees, and high-skill certificates.

3ACTC recognizes that timely and successful graduation from high school is a rate-limiting step for
increasing college-going percentages.



Scope and Methods

Following approval of the study by NCS leadership and the ACTC board, the project was
designed and carried out between March 15 and May 30, 2008. Information and data
related to college aspiration, preparation and readiness in NCS was gathered using two
methods: direct interviews and survey instruments. The core purpose of both the
interviews and surveys was to determine which behaviors, skills, knowledge, attitudes
and activities correlated with successful college access might need supplementary
attention in NCS. A secondary intention was to uncover any additional barriers unique to
the school system, its students, families and the Newark community. Although opinions
from Newark High School (NHS) personnel were included in the study, the investigation
targeted constituents in the elementary and middle schools much more intensively.

Interviews

A total of 36 internal and external stakeholders were interviewed: 10 employees of
community agencies or institutions, plus 26 NCS administrators and staff members,
including 9 building principals, 5 elementary/middle school social workers and 3 middle
school guidance counselors. Some of the individuals interviewed exclusively engage in
direct student services. Others supervise those responsible for direct student services.
All interview participants and their affiliations are listed in the table in Appendix B-1.

Every NCS interviewee was asked the following set of questions:

1. How long and in what capacity have you been employed in the school system?

2. Are there any sustained and effective college awareness/readiness initiatives
currently in place with which ACTC can assist, or avoid, so as to not duplicate
efforts?

3. What are the consequences of ‘the failed levies in terms of loss of resources,
programs, course offerings, etc. that you feel helped enhance college aspiration
and readiness? ‘

4. In terms of early college awareness, what challenges and opportunities did
redistricting and the new grouping of grade levels bring about?

5. Who should interventions target, what is the optimal age, what should the focus of
the outreach be and what are the best modes of delivery?

6. What are the most effective ways to reach families with the message that
education is a priority and “college pays”?

7. In your opinion, in what ways could the OSU-N faculty and staff be the most help
in supporting teaching and learning in the NCS P-12 system?*

Individuals interviewed who interact with NCS on behalf of an agency, institution or
organization were asked the following set of questions:

* This question was asked at the request of the Civic Engagement Committee headed by Dr. Katey Borland
of OSU-Newark. Responses for the question are listed separately in Appendix B-3.



In what ways do you currently interact or partner with NCS?

What are the primary goals of your outreach with NCS?

Would you be interested in expanding partnership opportunities, and if so, what
are the challenges that expansion presents for your organization?

4. From your perspective, what are the biggest barriers to college aspiration,
preparation and readiness facing NCS students and families?

ol pdi

Detailed, written notes were taken during each meeting. Responses were summarized and
categorized. A selection of responses is listed in Appendix B-2.

Surveys

Three survey instruments were developed: teacher/staff, student and parent. (Appendices
C-1, C-2, C-3). Although different groups were targeted and the survey formats varied,
every effort was made to focus the prompts on attitudes, attributes, skills, activities and
behaviors pertinent to college aspiration and awareness. Most of the teacher/staff surveys
were taken at the Late Arrival May staff meeting in each individual building. The
remaining handful was either done following an interview or at a pre-arranged small
group meeting. Over 90% of NCS classroom teachers participated in the survey.
Principals also facilitated the administration of the student surveys by arranging for
teachers in their buildings to give classes at selected grade levels the survey prior to May
22. About one half of all NCS fourth, sixth and eighth grade students were surveyed.
(Fourth graders attend elementary school and sixth and eighth graders attend middle
school.) Parent surveys were collected by book bag or on site at NCS events. With the
book bag method, teachers distributed the survey in class and asked students to bring it
home to a parent. The student was instructed to return the completed survey to class by a
designated date. Donated college-related items (t-shirts, pens, stuffed animals, ball caps,
etc.) were provided as incentives for the students. On-site collection consisted of
surveying parents who were in attendance at various May school events: concerts, PTO

meetings, assemblies, etc. The table below lists the number of surveys collected by
category:

Surveys Collected by Category
Teacher/Staff
Elementary Teachers 136
Middle School Teachers 91
High School Teachers 96
NCS Staff (all levels) 24
TOTAL teacher/staff | 347
Student
4™ Grade Students 290
6™ Grade Students 235
8" Grade Students 215
TOTAL Students | 740
Parent
 TOTAL Parents | 355




Findings

Given the range of questions posed, the large number of students, teachers and parents
surveyed, and the variety of people interviewed, this study had generated a great deal of
valuable data. For the purposes of this report, the four dimensions of college access
mentioned in the introduction provided a lens through which to view the data and a
systematic way to narrow the study’s focus. Even though the report targeted questions
that addressed aspiration, academic preparation, affordability and availability, there exists
additional data that can be examined for other purposes at a later date if ACTC or NCS so
desires. Responses to every prompt in all three surveys are included in Appendices D-F.

Aspiration

For the first time in its history, 50% of all students enrolled in NCS this year qualified for
free or reduced lunch. To put that figure in context, statewide 32% of students are
eligible. NCS is among the 11% of Ohio school districts defined as high poverty’. In
addition, recent figures from the Ohio Department of Taxation and Cleveland-based
economist, George Zeller, rank Newark 527 out of 612 Ohio school districts in median
family income. Research shows that college access and success are highly correlated with
a student’s socioeconomic status and parents’ educational attainment. Thus, the high
percentage of low-income and first-generation families in NCS presents a significant
barrier to the development of college aspirations.

Over half of the individuals interviewed for this study also mentioned a pervasive
Newark culture that undervalues the importance of education. Many felt this attitude
further compounded socioeconomic issues. In response to how to best increase
educational aspirations among younger NCS students, one principal of an elementary
school commented: “We must help them redefine the word ‘success’. To many of our
children and families, simply surviving day-to-day means success. There is a negative
and unreachable context to the word ‘college’. We need to help them understand all the
forms that post-secondary education can take, why it is important and that with some
planning and effort, it is possible for many.” Another principal added: “Parents must
become part of the solution to increasing aspiration. A common language between the
school and families has to be developed.”

Survey results do lend support to aspects of these anecdotal comments. On the one hand,
73% of all parents surveyed strongly agreed with the statement: “A person who attends
college will have greater career and income options.” However, despite holding this
opinion, only 64% strongly agreed with the statement: “I expect my child to graduate
from college”. Thus the majority of participating parents seem to have a sense that
attending college will increase the quality of their child’s life in terms of income and
career options, but whether they are conveying this feeling with real conviction to their
child, or modeling it by their actions, are two different questions. It is also interesting to

3 High-poverty districts are those systems whose free or reduced lunch levels exceed the national average of
38%.



note that nearly 44% of the 4™ graders surveyed did not even know whether one of their
parents attended college.

Even more striking was the student response to the prompt: “Do you plan to attend
college?” Only 78% of the students surveyed answered that question affirmatively.
Nearly 18 percent chose “Don’t Know” and 4 percent said “No”. Polls and surveys
conducted in the last five years by multiple studies have typically found that between 88-
90% of all young people, irrespective of socioeconomic background or age, say they plan
to attend college. Thus the NCS students surveyed fell a full 10% below the national
norm for college aspiration.

To further investigate if and how students process their future educationally, responses to
seven separate student survey questions were grouped together and their composite
responses analyzed as a unit. Prior to running this analysis, a special statistical test
validated that each question could indeed be examined jointly, thus assuring the data

reviewed would be reliable. The seven questions related to aspirations/goal setting and
analyzed together were:

I work as hard as I can to do well in school.

I set goals for myself.

I pick the most difficult assignments or classes when given a choice.
School and classes make me think about possible careers.

I talk about what I want to do in the future with friends and family.
My parents have high expectations of me.

My parents want me to attend college.

NownREWN =

The combined mean score of all seven of these questions was a 3.9 out of 5.0, meaning it
fell in a range between not sure and agree. Compared to other individual items, as well
as other groupings that assessed qualities like family engagement, the mean score for this
aspiration/goal setting grouping was lower than any other mean, with the exception of
one other question. The family engagement question grouping (see below) showed a
combined mean score of 4.2 out of 5.0 (falling between agree and really agree).

My parents talk about school with me at home.

My parents encourage me to do my homework and be ready for school.
My parents have high expectations of me.

My parents want me to attend college.

My parents will help me pay for college.

N =

So even though the majority of the students surveyed perceived their parents as very
supportive of and engaged in their schooling, the students don’t seem to be successfully
translating that support into goal setting and future aspirations. A number of interviews
also commented on this issue. One elementary school principal noted: “I feel the vast
majority of our parents want to do the right thing, but their lives are often consumed by
the tyranny of the urgent. Thus it can be hard for them to model planning and goal



setting for their children. Getting kids to think about the future has to be a deliberate
focus at school. Making progress in this area will also be an evolution, not a revolution.”

It is also interesting to note that the majority of people interviewed tied aspirations and
goal setting to career exploration and planning, regardless of the child’s year in school.
Many felt that a good number of NCS children have little or no concept of the difference
between an occupation and a job. One administrator suggested that a goal of early
awareness outreach should be “weaving in activities that give the academic and
extracurriculars in school a broader context and purpose. We need to better connect
school to careers, expose kids to a wide array of occupations and emphasize the long term
impact of education on career opportunities.”  Students seem to agree with this
sentiment. With the exception of one other question on the student survey, the largest
unsure or negative student response was associated with the prompt: “School and classes
make me think about possible careers.”

Interestingly, only 23% of parents said that they “worry a lot” about their child having the
education and skills to be a successful adult, a statement that could be interpreted to mean
that parents feel comfortable that their children will earn a living in a career of their
choosing. However, by far the largest number of all parents surveyed did choose “career
exploration” (45%) as an activity that would most add to their child’s education
positively.

How do teacher/staff responses to prompts about student aspiration and goal setting, as
well as questions regarding family engagement, compare to the parent and student
surveys? Teacher/staff opinions were markedly more one-sided than those analyzed in
either the student or parent surveys. The majority of teachers and staff hold particularly
critical opinions about how well NCS students demonstrate the skills, behaviors and
attitudes related to developing high levels of aspiration. Their assessment of how parents
foster school engagement is even more critical. To gain an overall sense of how teachers
judged student and family educational aspirations, the following prompts were grouped
and analyzed together:

1. Students aspire to a high school diploma. :

2. Students aspire to post-secondary education/college education.

3. Students understand that their academic achievement now is correlated to their
chances of attending college later.

4. Students have ample exposure to and practice at goal setting.

Students understand that selecting the most rigorous course possible increases

their college readiness.

6. Students understand the importance of math concepts to their long-term academic

and career success.

Parents have high educational expectations for their children.

8. Parents believe that a college education is the best financial investment they can
make for their children.

9. Parents understand that post-secondary education greatly increases their child’s
future career and income options.

b
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Examined as a unit, these nine questions resulted in a mean score of 2.9 out of 5.0 (falling
in between disagree and neutral).

A second grouping of teacher/staff survey questions focused on the concept of family
engagement in the educational process:

1. Parents have high expectations for their children.

2. Parents emphasize school readiness activities at home.

3. Parents take advantage of opportunities to interact with their child’s school and
staff. :

4. Parents believe that a college education is the best financial investment they can
make for their children.

5. Parents understand that post-secondary education greatly increases their child’s
future career and income options.

6. Parents are aware of the different ways to finance college.

7. Parents plan for college financially.

The results of this set of prompts uncovered even harsher opinions of how NCS educators
view the level of family involvement in the schooling process. The combined mean score
related to teacher/staff perceptions of family engagement was extremely low (2.3 out of
5.0). A total of 316 teacher/staff surveys were valid for the family engagement grouping
listed above®. Remarkably, only two teachers/staff members selected agree for ANY of
the questions in this grouping and not one single individual chose strongly agree.
Overall, questions related to family engagement received by far the most negative ratings
of any prompts on the teacher/staff survey. In addition, 28% of all open response
comments on the teacher/staff survey suggested parent education or engagement as a way
to increase college awareness and readiness in NCS. (Appendix D-2) This suggestion
was the most frequently named, along with career education (25%) and college
knowledge (26%).

Finally, interviews with both NCS employees and community stakeholders reinforced
this heightened concern about engaging families in their child’s school life in meaningful
and effective ways. Several directors of community agencies said that their resources
could be even more beneficial if they could convince more parents to plug into their
services on behalf of their children. However most added that placing blame or pointing
fingers was neither productive nor a way forward. One elementary school administrator
summed it up: “When one works in a school system that has a low percentage of
college-educated parents and a high-percentage of students living in poverty, then our
educational mission has to be two-pronged. As a school system we must make extra
efforts to help parents understand exactly how they can support their child’s education.
Equally as important, extra efforts have to be made to educate teachers and staff on how
to best communicate with parents whose life skills and experiences may be vastly
different than theirs. We must embrace the fact that engaging parents is a two-way street
and the key to our ultimate success or failure.”

®1fa survey respondent leaves any one of the questions under review blank, then his/her survey is
discarded for that particular analysis.



Academic Preparation

High expectations, engaged teachers and learners, demanding coursework, mastery of the
material, and parental involvement are all cornerstones of successful academic
preparation. One administrator defined an effective education as a process that has three
necessary components: rigor, relevance and relationships.

Surveys revealed that a clear majority of both parents and students felt that NCS teachers
and staff did have high expectations. Three out of four parents surveyed marked agree
or strongly agree when asked the prompt “Newark City School teachers and staff hold
high expectations of my child/children”.  Students reacted even more strongly than
parents to the expectation question on their survey. A remarkable 88% of the students
surveyed circled agree or really agree when responding to the prompt “Teachers and staff
expect a lot out of every student”. In addition, very few parents or students disagreed
outright with these prompts (less than 4% and 5% respectively). It is also interesting to
compare the students’ view of teacher/staff expectations to their view of parent
expectations. Nearly 18% of all students surveyed were either not sure or disagreed with
the statement: “My parents have high expectations of me”. In contrast, less than 12% felt
that way when asked to assess teacher/staff expectations.

So from the perception of the customer (students and parents), the college access system
requirement of high expectations appears to be met. However, from the perspective of
the service provider (the school system), the expectation threshold set by students and
parents is simply too low. Thus students and parents are measuring educational
expectations with a yardstick that has a much less demanding scale than that used by
teachers and staff. As a result, the two critical constituencies, families and educators,
again bump into the thorny issue of finding a “common language”.

One other result on the student survey also speaks to the notion of high academic
expectations and rigor, or lack thereof. When asked, “I pick the most difficult
assignments or classes when given a chance”, an astounding 71% of all students
responded negatively: not sure (34.2%), disagree (23.3%) or really disagree (13.7%).
Thus, less than 30% of the students felt this statement described their academic behavior.
Research has clearly shown that students who take the most challenging coursework and
push themselves in school attend college at much higher rates and are more successful
once there. This correlation holds up regardless of socioeconomic background, level of
parents’ education or even the students’ high school grade point average. Thus, finding
ways to encourage students to stretch themselves and embrace difficult tasks, in addition
to consistently reinforcing such behaviors, would seem to be a critical ingredient of any
early awareness outreach done in NCS.

Only 10% of teachers and staff surveyed agreed with the statement “Students engage in
adequate learning activities outside of school”. What do students think? On their survey,
students were given a list of activities and asked to self-report how many hours they spent
each day at that activity. Analysis of this section of the student survey does seem to
substantiate the teachers’ concern about how students spend their time outside of school.



The first table below summarizes 4™ grade student responses. The next two tables list
only middle school student responses, breaking them down by gender. For easier
comparison, activities were assigned a positive, neutral or negative influence on school
success and grouped together by that category. It is understood that these groupings are
subjective. In some cases, the same activity could be either a positive or a negative
school influence. For example, “hanging out with friends” could impact school
differently depending on the activity of the group. (i.e. playing chess versus a drinking
game). The actual order and definitions of the activities can be seen in Appendix C-2.

Influence
on Out of School Activity ALL 4™ Grade Students
School
Success
TIME SPENT (Hours/day) ' | None >0-1 1-2 2-3 |3+
- positive | Doing homework 11% | 61% 22% 5% 1%
positive | Talking with family 9% 48% 25% 10% 8%
positive | Doing school activities 51% |22% [15% | 7% 5%
positive | Doing community activities | 45% | 22% 20% 7% 7%
positive | Reading for fun 40% | 40% 13% 5% 4%

neutral | Chatting or surfing on-line | 53% | 20% 12% 10% 5%

* neutral | Hanging out with friends 12% 18% 32% 18% 19%

negative | Talking on the phone 48% | 40% 9% 3% 1%
negative | Watching television 11% | 33% 25% 20% 12%
negative | Playing video games 35% |31% 20% 7% 7%
Influence
on Out of School Activity 6™ and 8™ Grade BOYS
School
Success
TIME SPENT (Hours/day) | None >0-1 1-2 2-3 |3+
_positive | Doing homework 21% | 58% 17% 4% 0%
~positive | Talking with family 7% 44% 28% 10% 10%
_ positive | Doing school activities 33% | 24% 29% 8% 7%
positive - | Doing community activities | 51% | 22% 15% 9% 3%
positive | Reading for fun 62% | 20% 12% 3% 2%

neutral | Chatting or surfing on-line | 24% | 37% 20% 11% 9%
neutral | Hanging out with friends 4% 19% 24% 18% 34%

negative | Talking on the phone 20% | 46% 22% 7% 5%
negative | Watching television 2% 23% 38% 16% 21%
negative | Playing video games 9% 31% 25% 12% 24%
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Influence
on Out of School Activity 6™ and 8" Grade GIRLS

School

Success
TIME SPENT (Hours/day) | None >(-1 1-2 2-3 |3+

ositive | Doing homework 9% 54% 33% 3% 1%
positive | Talking with family 5% 30% 31% 17% 18%
positive | Doing school activities 27% | 25% 22% 17% 9%
positive | Doing community activities | 35% | 32% 17% 10% 5%
positive | Reading for fun 50% | 30% 14% 4% 5%
neutral | Chatting or surfing on-line | 17% | 26% 21% 18% 17%
neutral | Hanging out with friends 4% 19% 24% 22% 32%
negative | Talking on the phone 12% | 35% 26% 9% 18%
negative | Watching television 5% 30% 40% 16% 10%
negative | Playing video games 51% | 33% 11% 4% 1%

Middle school girls are clearly outpacing middle school boys when it comes to engaging
in positive learning activities. Girls reported doing significantly more homework each
night, reading more for fun, being more engaged in school/community activities and
spending more time talking with family members. On the negative side, middle school
girls spend much more time talking on the phone. Surprisingly, girls also reported
spending more time on-line and hanging out with friends than do the boys. The two
major non-school time commitments of middle school boys were watching television and
playing video games. Nearly a quarter of the 6™ and 8" grade boys surveyed reported
spending three or more hours a day playing video games, compared to 1% of the girls.
Television habits for the boys were just as unbalanced: 21% of the boys reported
watching television three or more hours a night versus 10% of the girls.

The 4™ grade students might have had a more difficult time reliably answering this
section due to the cognitive skills involved (segmenting, ordering, timekeeping, etc.).
Nonetheless, the data does give a general impression of where the 4™ graders spent the
most time each day: hanging out with friends and watching television. They did spend
less time, by their own perception, talking to family than did the older students. They
reported doing about as much homework as the middle school students did and they
claimed to spend more time each day reading for fun. Of course, around 48% of all
students surveyed reported never reading for fun. To put the reading habits of these
Newark children in context, a 2003 survey for the National Center for Education
Statistics found that among all racial groups nationally, 30% of eighth graders reported
never doing leisure reading, Thus, the results of this survey showed the Newark children
questioned here to be reading for fun much less frequently than national norms.

Nearly 80% of teachers and staff surveyed did not agree with the statement “Students are

aware of and visit educational resources in the Newark community”. Do student survey
responses support this opinion? In the final section of their survey, students were asked
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whether they have participated in certain activities or had particular life experiences. The
activities listed were available in Newark and were for the most part educationally
oriented. The two life experience questions were posed to ascertain a general feel of how
much students have experienced outside of Newark. The middle three columns in the
table below summarize the responses of ALL students to this survey section. The last
column calculates how much more experience, if any, the middle school students have
had with these activities compared to the elementary school students. Of course, it is not
statistically valid to compare the growth or decline of the “yes” responses between the
middle and elementary school students, since we are not tracking the same students
longitudinally. However, this calculation does present a simple snapshot of how much
more 6™ and 8" grade students report accessing educationally-oriented
resources/experiences than do 4™ grade students.

All 4" 6% 8™
Grade
Responses
% % | % Difference between
ACTIVITY or EXPERIENCE YES | NO | NOT | Middle and Elementary

. SURE | Student “yes” responses

Attended a summer camp 36% | 60% | 4% +21%

Checked books out of the 82% | 16% |- 2% +12%

Newark Public Library

Been to a museum in Newark 42% | 48% | 10% +11%

Attended a performance 48% | 45% | T% +14%

at a Newark theatre

Been to Dawes Arboretum 50% | 39% | 11% +34%

Visited a college campus 56% | 38% | 6% +29%

Attends church 63% | 35% | 2% -4%

Attended activities or events 55% | 40% ' 5% +16%

at the high school

Visited another city larger than Newark | 87% | 7% | 6% +8%

Traveled to another state outside of Ohio | 78% | 17% | 5% +31%

Quite a few individuals interviewed remarked that they felt NCS students rarely
experienced anything outside of Newark. As we can see by the chart above, the majority
of students did report having had the opportunity to visit another city larger than Newark
and a state outside of Ohio. A clear majority of students also seemed to be well aware of
and using the Newark Public Library. However, in terms of taking advantage of the other
educational resources in Newark, it was more of a coin toss; half had and half had not.
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Perhaps the most surprising finding was the fact that nearly 40% of the middle school
students reported never having stepped foot on the high school campus for an activity or
an event (or not remembering if they had). Significant research indicates that one of the
most crucial transition points in the school funnel is from middle school to high school.
Familiarity, intentional orientation and generating a sense of excitement about “the next
step” make that transition much more seamless and effective. Since many younger
students do not seem to be seeking out the high school campus on their own, and because
a number of administrators at all levels mentioned currently having “a very reduced and
superficial” orientation in place, this issue might merit further discussion and increased
attention by NCS.

Finally, no discussion of student academic preparation is complete without an analysis of
a school system’s attendance patterns. The ultimate barrier to successful academic
preparation is poor school attendance. A student cannot be academically prepared and
make progress toward successful high school graduation and college access if he or she
repeatedly misses school. Thus, chronic and unexcused absenteeism is the most obvious
indicator of student disengagement from the educational process.

Attendance was a frequent topic of conversation in many interviews, especially with
those staff members whose schools had higher percentages of low-income students.
Many felt that the dissolution of bussing, necessitated by the failed levies, had greatly
increased absenteeism, although several mentioned it was a concern even when bussing
existed. One principal did empathize: “With gas prices and the economy, some families,
even very responsible ones, are forced to make hard choices: use the gas to get to work or
use the gas to get their kids to school. Oftentimes they cannot afford to do both,
especially toward the end of the work week.”

Teacher/staff survey results also voiced clear concerns about attendance. More than 72%
of all teachers and staff surveyed agreed or strongly agreed when responding to the
statement “Poor student attendance is an issue”. The intensity of concern on the part of
the teachers and staff increased with grade level; a logical trend given that poor
attendance has cumulative repercussions. The table below shows the breakdown of
teacher/staff response to the attendance question by grade level:

Teacher/Staff response to: “Poor Student Attendance is an Issue”

Strongly | Agree | Neutral Disagree Strongly
Grade Level Agree Disagree
Elementary School 25% 41% 14% 17% 3%
Middle School 23% 44% 17% 14% 1%
High School 50% 37% 8% 5% 0%
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Affordabili

The perception that college can be affordable is a critical prerequisite to motivating
students to strive for post-secondary education. However, in the majority of school
systems with high percentages of low-income and first-generation families,
misperceptions about costs, underdeveloped financial literacy skills, the lack of
knowledge about choices and the limited understanding of the financial aid process create
enormous barriers to college access and success. All three surveys and many of the
individual interviews identified the lack of “college knowledge” and poor to absent
financial planning as two key issues that present a particularly large hurdle in NCS.

The data generated by the parent survey clearly indicated that anxiety about affording
college and other educational expenses was present in high doses. Compared to the other
six “worry questions” (see Appendix F), the prompt that elicited “worry a lot” the most
frequently was “Being able to pay for my child’s future educational expenses”. 51% of
all parents chose “worry a lot” as their response and another 42% answered “worry
some”. Thus only 7% of all parents felt paying for future educational expenses was “not
a worry”. These percentages even exceeded parents’ concerns for protecting their child
from drugs and alcohol and reducing the negative influence of other kids on their child
(41% “worry a lot” response for both questions).

In addition, the parental response to the prompt “I am aware of the different ways to pay
for college” also revealed uncertainty. Only half of the parents agreed with that
statement, while 31% answered somewhat agree, 14% disagreed and 3% strongly
disagreed. This uncertainty makes sense for several reasons. Approximately 52% of the
parents surveyed never went beyond high school educationally, and of the remaining
parents who did attend college in some fashion, only 53% of them actually utilized
financial aid. They simply lack firsthand experience.

The teacher/staff assessment of parents’ college financial savvy also uncovered real
concerns. Only 6% agreed with the statement “Parents are aware of the different ways to
finance college”. Just over 64% disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement and
almost 30% marked neutral. Large numbers of teachers and staff members also felt that
parents are not planning financially for college. Over 77% disagreed or strongly

disagreed with the statement “Parents plan for college financially” and about 21 percent
marked neutral to that question.

A second concern regarding the perception of affordability was revealed by the student
survey. As mentioned in an earlier section, and as shown by many of their survey
responses, students in general felt that their parents were quite supportive of their
education. However, one student survey question regarding parents was strikingly less
positive: “My parents will help me pay for college”. Only 39% of the students agreed to
some extent with that statement; 49% said they were not sure; 20% disagreed to some
extent.
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This expressed financial uncertainty on the part of students has major repercussions
regarding their perception of college affordability. According to Hossler, et al.” one of
the most significant influences on student aspiration is perceived parental support and
encouragement. The authors define three components of parental involvement:
influence, encouragement and support. Parental influence is simply the verbal signals
they send to their children about college and the child’s future: do they talk about college
at home, do they discuss finances, do they express expectations about location or quality
of the school? Parental encouragement has three separate aspects: supportive attitude,
consistent, long-term encouragement and congruence between their plans and their
child’s. Parental support can be described by action-oriented activities that support the
child’s college aspirations. Visiting campuses together and putting aside money for
college would be two such activities. Thus, for this particular question, parents’ actual
actions speak much louder than their words. If students do not see supportive financial
actions (starting a college savings account, budgeting, making sacrifices, etc.), then more
than likely students will doubt whether college can ever be affordable since they perceive
they are “on their own”.

The third and final concern about affordability is an issue completely out of the hands of
NCS students and families: the state of Ohio’s meager investment in higher education.
In 2004 in their national report card on higher education, the National Center for Public
Policy and Higher Education awarded Ohio the grade of F for post-secondary
affordability. Tuition and fees at Ohio’s four- and two-year public colleges and
universities range from 46% to 53% higher than national averages. Ohio’s steeper prices
result from the fact that state funding for higher education has been traditionally much

lower, forcing Ohio colleges and universities to rely more heavily on raising tuition and
fees.

Even though current state leaders are acting aggressively to address the issues, these
funding imbalances still negatively and disproportionately affect low-income students.
For example, a low-income family must spend on average 86% of their income for
college expenses at an in-state, 4-year public college, even AFTER financial aid is taken
into account. A student from a middle-income family attending the same school spends
on average 25% of their family income and a student from a high-income family spends
only 11%.® So in the end, a low-income student and family could do everything right —
put aside money, apply for financial aid and scholarships, get good grades — yet they still
might run into this hard reality: given the current funding priorities in Ohio, college does
not always turn out to be affordable for all. Fortunately qualified NCS students who have
unmet need due to inadequate institutional, state and national higher education funding
attend one of the few high schools in Ohio that has a non-profit organization (ACTC)

committed to helping them make college more affordable by awarding Last Dollar
Grants.

7 Hossler, D., Schmit, J., & Vesper, N. (1999). Going to college: How_social, economic, and educational
Jactors influence the decisions student make. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.

8 National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education (NCPPHE) (2004). Measuring up: The state
report card on higher education — Ohio.
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Availabili

The Access Pathway (Appendix A) identifies five system requirements for the dimension
of availability: a college within 30 miles; distance learning opportunities; articulation
and transfer agreements; tuition reciprocity agreements and the ability to have grants and
financial aid follow the student. The good news for the students and families moving
through NCS is that being a resident of Licking County (or Ohio for that matter) puts
them at a distinct advantage when considering the concept of post-secondary availability.
Three good and very different post-secondary options exist within 10 miles of nearly
every Newark resident: Central Ohio Technical College, Ohio State University-Newark
and Denison University. Expanding the geographical limit to include contiguous
counties increases the college options tenfold. As a matter of fact, Ohio ranks third
nationally in total number of two- and four-year post-secondary institutions, trailing only
California and New York. In short, options are more than available, especially

considering that 80% of all graduating high school seniors choose to continue their
education in Ohio.

Using distance learning for continuing education beyond high school is not as common in
Ohio as in some other states (Colorado, Arizona, Florida). This trend makes sense given
that brick and mortar institutions are so accessible and numerous in Ohio, thus perhaps
reducing the demand for virtual education. However, access to the technology that
supports services like distance learning, on-line applications, podcasts, teleconferencing,
etc. is critically important. The parent, student and teacher/staff surveys were somewhat
inconclusive as to whether NCS students have adequate access to the Internet and
technology. In the student survey, 83% of all students indicated they have a computer at
home and 79% said their computer had access to the Internet. Disaggregating the data
and looking at elementary and middle school students separately revealed that Internet
access was more prevalent in the homes of middle schoolers (85%), than it was in homes
with elementary-aged children (68%). As seen in the table below, teachers were very
mixed in their response to the statement “Students have adequate access to technology
and the Internet”. As with their opinions on attendance, high school teachers appeared to
be more dissatisfied with the technology issue than were the primary school teachers.

Teacher/Staff response to:
“Students have adequate access to technology and the Internet.”

Strongly | Agree | Neutral Disagree Strongly
Grade Level Agree Disagree
Elementary School 8% 41% 22% 23% 6%
Middle School 15% 28% 23% 26% 7%
High School 2% 34% 26% 25% 14%
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Just over 20 of the respondents on the teacher/staff survey took the time and effort to
write comments in the margin next to the technology question to the effect: “at school
not at home”. Nine additional respondents wrote: “both at school and at home”. So it
appears that some teachers and staff could be underestimating how many of their students
actually do have computers and access to the Internet at home. Of course having access
to technology does not automatically imply it is being used for educational purposes.

Additionally it appeared that other teachers felt technology access was also not adequate
at school. '

Interview comments were not any more conclusive. The problem of inadequate
technology was brought up in only four interviews, with two of those interviews being
with personnel who worked in older buildings. One social worker did mention that her
building was designed to be wireless, but glitches in the system seemed to be preventing
teachers from actively using it. Again having access to technology and using it
effectively are not necessarily linked.

Finally, another big plus in the availability column is the fact that Central Ohio Technical
College, Denison University and OSU-Newark all have had track records of investing
both financial and human resources in the local school systems through special programs,
outreach and volunteer hours. The more visible each of these institutions is within NCS,
the more aware Newark families and students will become of all the good post-secondary
options available right in their backyard.
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Conclusions and Recommendations

Imagine filling a large barrel that has multiple holes at different heights with water and
being asked to do that task in a prescribed period of time with just a few buckets and
using a water source that is not nearby. Of course it can be done, but watching water run
out can build frustration, the effort required is enormous, teamwork is a necessity and
extra hands would be a godsend. The barrel, of course, represents any school system that
serves a high percentage of low-income, first-generation students and families. The holes
represent all the additional junctures where at-risk children can lose their way
educationally. The paucity of buckets and the great distance to the water source represent
the strained resources with which many underserved school systems must operate. The
entire task represents motivating young people who face additional barriers and
difficulties to attend college. No one effort can plug all the holes, but what this study
attempted to do was identify which ones were losing the most water relative to college
awareness, aspiration and attendance.

Thankfully during the course of this project, open doors and open minds were the norm.
This attitude existed despite the fact that the investigation took place at one of the busiest
times of the school calendar, and in a year of major financial and organizational transition
for NCS. Thus, as a result of informative, frank and broad-based discussions, in addition
to an exceptionally high level of participation in the survey instruments, this study was
given a remarkable opportunity to thoroughly and systematically explore the need for
early college awareness in the Newark City School system. What then do the findings tell
us about the most pressing needs, the challenges and opportunities that exist in addressing
those needs and if so desired, the best way to move forward?

The Needs

Career Education and Planning: All three surveys and the majority of interviews
pointed to a definite need for a more intentional and long-term emphasis on career
awareness. Career education was the third most common outreach activity mentioned in
the open response section of the teacher/staff survey. In addition, it was the most
frequent suggestion made in all the interviews. All four guidance counselors who were
interviewed stressed the need to insert more career education in both the primary and
secondary grades. They, and others, mentioned that losing consumer education and
economics to budgetary cuts created gaps in the delivery of career education at both the
middle and high school levels. Others argued that filling those gaps was difficult given
more pressing priorities like behavioral issues, testing and credit recovery. There was
also some question as to who was responsible for covering career awareness and
connecting it to the academic program.

From the perspective of parents, the need for career education was equally clear. When

given a choice of eight activities often employed by school systems and college access
organizations to bolster school success and college-going rates, parents selected career
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exploration by far the most frequently. The table below shows the responses to all nine
choices on that parent survey prompt:

Parent response to:
“In your opinion, which of the following activities would add
to your child/children’s education positively?”
Selected by Parent
ACTIVITY (Frequency %)’

Career Exploration 45%
College Advising 30%
Tutoring 27%
Leadership Development 23%
Mentoring 20%

After School Programs 19%

Field Trips 18%
Summer Camps 8%
NONE OF THESE .01%

It was clear by their surveys that students felt they had positive role models. A
convincing 86% of all students circled agree or really agree when given the prompt “I
have people I look up to in my life”. However, those teaching and guiding them in the
school system did not share this belief. Thus, from the perspective of the students,
introducing a more systemic and sustained exploration of careers will simply expose
them to more good role models. From the viewpoint of NCS educators, career education
outreach will expose the students to better role models. Regardless of the different ways
each side viewed this issue, the study revealed that students, parents, teachers, staff and
community stakeholders unanimously agreed that career awareness and planning was
beneficial, important and greatly needed. They also believed that elementary school was
not too soon to start.

College Knowledge'’: Too few NCS elementary and middle school students aspire to
college and more Newark families should have the strong expectation that their child will
attend college. The data confirmed these statements. The majority of parents seemed to
connect college with increased career options and a chance at earning a better income.
However, given the current low graduation and college-going rates in NCS, this
superficial understanding must be turned into a deeper, more urgent desire by early,
systematic and sustained college awareness. Every opportunity must be taken to educate

? The total will add up to 200% because each parent was given the option to select two activities. Not listed
here are the 10% of parents (39) who circled only one option.

10 The author, Joel Vargas, coined the term “college knowledge” in the paper, College Knowledge:
Addressing Information Barriers to College. The Education Resources Institute (TERI). 2005. He defined
college knowledge as all the information, social and cultural capital needed to aspire to, be qualified for,
apply to and attend college.
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and excite both parents and students about the transformative power of education and lay
out the steps for attaining post-secondary success. Several recent studies establish that
being exposed to college information early, especially if delivered prior to 8™ grade,
stimulates planning for college as well as provides motivation for students to maintain
grades and engage in productive, educationally-oriented activities. It also must be
understood and accepted that those students who are less likely to have the initial
knowledge and encouragement to find their way to post-secondary education rely more
heavily on schools for such information and support. Unfortunately, in schools where
the need for this knowledge is the greatest, oftentimes college advising takes a back seat
to more immediate concerns like course scheduling, disciplinary issues, state-mandated
testing and administrative work. Thus, it often takes reprioritizing tasks, more intentional
and collaborative planning, and/or assigning college counseling responsibilities to
designated individuals to develop a college culture within an underserved school system.

Academic Mastery: Hossler, et. al.'! break down the process of going to college into
three stages: predisposition, search and choice. College access organizations that engage
in early awareness outreach are primarily focused on influencing the predisposition stage
and the early steps of the search stage. In their large longitudinal study of underserved
students in Indiana, Hossler and his colleagues found student academic success played a
significant role in the formation of plans to attend college. Thus, research reinforces
common sense: if students do not experience school success in their younger years, why
would they want to continue the activity once they arrive at an age where further
education becomes non-compulsory? Indeed, the authors discovered that next to parental
encouragement, student achievement was the best predictor of college aspirations.

So if a desired outcome were to increase college-going intentions, then actions to raise
academic achievement in younger students through tutoring or after school programs
would be a worthwhile and effective investment. Assisting with these efforts might be
particularly helpful in NCS where half of the students surveyed self-reported their grades
as lower than a B average (includes those who responded “Don’t Know”). The table
below shows how the self-reported grades break down:

Student response to:
“What have most of your grades been up to this point?”
Mostly A’s 16%
Mixed A’s and B’s 30% 50%
Mostly B’s 4%
Mixed B’s and C’s 25%
Mostly C’s 3%
Mixed C’s and D’s 12% 50%
Mostly D’s 3%
Below D 2%
Don’t Know 6%

1 Hossler, D., Schmit, J., & Vesper, N. (1999). Ibid.
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Further evidence that increasing academic mastery might impact college aspiration in
younger NCS students can be gleaned from looking at the academic profile of just those
students who responded “Don’t Know” or “No” to the prompt: “Do you plan to attend
college?” If a lack of academic success dampens college aspirations then one would
expect this cohort to have lower self-reported grades. In fact, they do; 77% of the
students who did not respond “yes” to the college intention question reported their grades
as B- or lower. Also 85% of this same group said they did no or less than one hour of
homework a night.

Finally, supplemental tutoring and additional emphasis on school success might
encourage more NCS students to embrace challenging classes and assignments. Clearly
the students’ responses to the question “I pick the most difficult assignments or classes
when given a chance” indicated a reluctance to stretch academically. Ambition and drive
might be nurtured in a greater number of children if they have more opportunities for
academic success. Also the goals of college, a better job and a more satisfying career can
be repeatedly presented as end rewards.

Parent Engagement: One of the most important issues to confront with early college
awareness outreach in NCS is also the most complex and energy intensive one to attack:
how to better engage a larger number of parents in their child’s formal education. The
vast majority of college access research indicates that the single most critical predictor of
post-secondary plans is the amount of encouragement and support parents give their
children. Beneath the statistics generated by the teacher/staff survey, as well as in
between the lines of some of the comments made in individual interviews, lies a palpable
tension between hope and frustration regarding how NCS educators perceived parental
support. Most enter the teaching profession because of the idealistic allure of being in a
position to shape and change young lives. Therein lies the hope. After some time in the
trenches, many perceive a lack of family support for education and they feel this apathy
hinders the student’s engagement in the learning process. Therein lies the frustration.
Understanding and a common language between educators and families must bridge the
gap between idealistic hope and pessimistic frustration.

Enlisting parents as allies, rather than viewing them as obstacles, and integrating family
education and support into early awareness will only serve to strengthen the outreach’s
overall impact. This action is perhaps easier said than done because for low-income and
first-generation families college is a total black box that entails financial sacrifices,
sustained discipline and breaking out of deeply ingrained family patterns. It is no wonder
then that the process can provoke parent resistance that can in turn impede students’
plans. However, if parents without college experience could be introduced to this
opportunity in a non-judgmental, relevant and supportive way, they could potentially add
valuable monitoring and guidance to their child’s educational aspirations. In addition to
disseminating the nuts and bolts of the college search process, parent engagement
initiatives should also address the issues of how to afford college and basic financial
literacy. Even if their child does not choose post-secondary education, having a better
handle on how to budget and save money would provide tools that could be usefully
applied to many other areas in their lives.
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The Challenges

This study has uncovered a number of compelling needs specific to college awareness
and aspiration in younger NCS students and their families. One challenge will be to
determine which gaps (if any) should be attended first and whether additional program
components should be added over the long term. A second challenge, albeit a creative
and exciting one, will be to develop or choose the delivery vehicles that most effectively
address the prioritized needs. A third challenge, and perhaps the hardest, will be to
decide what needs really shouldn’t or can’t be addressed by the organization.

Underlying all of these challenges are issues related to mission, capacity building and
NCS finances.

Up to this point in its history, ACTC has had an unshakeable hold on a very defined
mission: diminish the financial barriers preventing qualified NHS graduates from
accessing and completing college by providing need-based Last Dollar Grants and
information on the financial aid process. This narrow focus, the exceptionally frugal use
of resources and its committed, skilled staff have allowed the organization to deliver
these services consistently and effectively, despite personnel changes within the high
school and regardless of the school system’s financial ups and downs.

The fiscal challenges for NCS are in a word, formidable. Recent NCS austerity measures
have also impacted ACTC. For example, severely restricting home mailings and the late
arrival/early dismissal policy have reduced the organization’s channels of communication
and made advising appointments more difficult to arrange. If ACTC were to embark on
new early awareness initiatives, its leadership must, in the words of management guru,
Jim Collins, “confront the brutal facts”.!> Some of the brutal facts about the school
system pertinent to early awareness expansion include:

*»Even if the August special levy passes, NCS will still have to operate a number
of its services at levels that just meet the minimum state requirements. In other
words, belt-tightening measures are in no way a thing of the past. Thus the
school system might have to continue policies that could in the long run
undermine college-going rates (reduced foreign language offerings, less direct
communication with parents, fewer course offerings, larger class sizes, etc.).

¢ Whereas redistricting has allowed NCS to qualify for additional state dollars
and add Title 1-funded support services to a greater number of its buildings,
each elementary and middle school now has a more even distribution of low-
income students, making the need for college awareness dispersed equally
among all the schools. Thus, it makes less sense (and would not be fair) to
focus programming on just certain buildings. If an initiative is undertaken, a
commitment must be made to do it across the board.

2 Jim Collins, Good to Great: Why some companies make the leap...and others don’t (New York:
HarperCollins Publishers, Inc.). 2001.
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¢ During the course of this study, NCS administration and teachers have made the
following priority explicitly clear: the school system is single-mindedly
focused on meeting and exceeding “adequate yearly progress” on state-
mandated testing. NCS cannot spare classroom time for anything that distracts
them from achieving this ultimate goal. Thus, testing must be the tail that wags
the curriculum, especially in grades 3-8. This priority throws a small wrench
into early awareness programming. Whatever programming direction ACTC
takes, if it does involve any classroom time during the portion of the school
year set aside to prepare for testing, the outreach must align with the academic
content standards for that grade level.

“»NCS is currently operating under “corrective action” by the state in order to
address testing achievement in one student sub-group: students with
disabilities. Being under corrective action is extraordinarily time-consuming.
Attending to this process will have to be a prime focus for the school system,
leaving less time to consider and begin new programs.

»Finally, anticipate some wariness and resistance on the part of the foot soldiers
to any new initiatives, particularly if “an add-on” is perceived. The morale of
an organization can be a fragile thing, especially if bad news appears to
constantly outweigh good news and the hardships seem interminable.
Personnel in school systems certainly and understandably are not immune to
developing battle fatigue.

From the perspective of ACTC, the main challenge of moving forward with early
awareness programming will be addressing the funding, sustainability and organizational
structure questions. Based on its original mission, providing Last Dollar Grants must
remain the overarching priority of the organization. In the short- to mid-term view,
expanding into early awareness will not affect Last Dollar Grant needs, but it will
necessitate additional resources for staff and programming expenses. Considering the
long-term implications, if the initiative does encourage more NHS students to graduate
and pursue post-secondary education, then the demand for Last Dollar Grants could also
grow. Can projections be made by overlaying what the literature tells us about the ability
of early awareness programs to increase college-going rates with how ACTC determines
eligibility for Last Dollar Grants and what the future classes of NHS seniors might look
like? First, it is helpful to review what goals and outcomes typically characterize early
awareness work.

Traditionally there are a few general ways that the success of early college awareness
outreach is measured, normally compared against a control group:

1. Track the academic achievement of a targeted cohort by using cumulative
grade point averages or standardized test scores.

2. Track the class selection of a targeted cohort relative to the number of
advanced, honors or AP classes taken.

3. Track the number of seniors who apply and successfully attend college
(college-going rate).
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Hard data on the first two outcomes are very scarce. Many college access programs have
difficulty maintaining an accurate database, especially to measure the first strategy listed
above. The few organizations that have successfully compiled longitudinal data have
shown very little ability to increase the academic achievement of targeted students with
just their intervention alone. However, a number of college access programs have indeed
been able to significantly move the needle relative to increasing college-going rates
(aspiration). Some have reported even doubling those rates in certain subsets of students.

With an understanding of what the literature reports, several Last Dollar Grant
expenditure scenarios were computed using the following available NCS and ACTC data:
NHS grade point averages, class size trends and the typical number of students
academically and financially eligible for a Last Dollar Grant. This data was overlaid
against two unknown variables: high school graduation and college-going rates. These
scenarios, their assumptions and the resulting financial projections are detailed in
Appendix G.

The Opportunities

Challenges are what make life interesting;
overcoming them is what makes life meaningful.

- Joshua J. Marine

Even though the challenges are varied and plentiful, the list of opportunities is
nonetheless quite compelling and equally as long. The timing appears right from nearly
all vantage points: ACTC, NCS, the city of Newark, the state of Ohio and nationally.
ACTC has recently expanded its operations to include junior advising and done so quite
successfully. In addition, the organization has received four significant grants in the past
two years for capacity building: an Ohio College Access Best Practice Implementation
Grant ($25,000) to start a College Resource Center, an Invest in Success Grant ($20,000)
geared toward helping juniors take the ACT test, an OCAN/Suddes Group Matching
Grant ($40,000) to recognize outstanding fundraising and a Lindorf-Warner Memorial
Donor Advised Fund Planning Grant (350,000) for the development of an Early
Awareness Program. Thus, ACTC is enjoying remarkable momentum, in large part due
to staff continuity and capability, organizational longevity, financial strength and strong
board leadership.

The NCS superintendent and ACTC board president have forged, in a relatively short
period of time, a very productive and forward-thinking partnership. Their synergy
provides the necessary credibility and impetus for ACTC and NCS to move ahead with
early college awareness initiatives. One other potentially positive by product of an
expanded partnership between the school system and ACTC is that a sustained early
awareness effort, if outcomes are tracked carefully and longitudinally, could supply
valuable data to inform future grant proposals by NCS. In addition, this work could help
NCS better define exactly who drops out, what factors are the most influential in the
decision and whether the students who choose to leave school share certain
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characteristics. Schools and interested partners cannot adequately address and attempt to
solve a drop out problem without an accurate, quantitative and data-informed account of
it. Finally, in terms of NCS, despite the valiant efforts of many, the statistics and
headlines trumpet the fact that the needs are grave and the time is now.

Newark is a city with noteworthy educational, cultural and civic resources. However,
despite its unique and positive attributes, the city has not gained any significant economic
traction in the last twenty to thirty years. Many would argue that Newark will continue to
struggle until a larger portion of its population breaks the destructive cycle of
generational poverty by valuing and seeking out higher education. Fortunately, all of the
external stakeholders who were interviewed for this study, and no doubt many others

who were not contacted, are eager to help Newark residents realize a brighter future
through increased education.

The state of Ohio also recognizes that an educated citizenry ultimately powers its
economic engine. In the current administration, significant attention and resources have
been directed toward college access and success. Government leaders seem determined
to raise the state’s ranking for bachelor degree attainment and appear sensitive to the
various barriers that low-income and first-generation students confront on the path to
college. This renewed emphasis could provide additional funding opportunities for post-
secondary institutions, consortiums and educationally focused non-profits who seek to
diminish obstacles to higher education access and success through new and creative
initiatives. Finally, the impending change in leadership at the national level brings fresh
hope that education will again be put on the country’s front burner, a directional shift
from which all college access groups could greatly benefit.

Of the 35 college access organizations recognized by the Ohio College Access Network
(OCAN), only six have been in operation longer than ACTC. Thus, at both the state and
local level, many view ACTC as a pioneer of the college access movement and a model
of efficient and effective service delivery. Possessing a strong organizational brand and
having cultivated an excellent reputation among many critical constituencies nicely
position ACTC to “dream new dreams”.

Although expansion into early awareness programming will require increased
expenditures, the move will also generate significant opportunities to raise additional
resources. Outreach to younger children will more than likely energize and excite not
only current ACTC supporters, but it will also attract new donors who care deeply about
early childhood education. In addition to broadening its donor base, extending its
services to the elementary and middle schools will raise awareness and understanding of
what ACTC is and does among a wider array of NCS employees. Thus the new direction
could have a positive and compounding effect on name recognition and widen the reach
of the organization’s meaningful work. Finally, many granting agencies prefer to support
new initiatives or ventures that build capacity. For this reason, early awareness outreach
opens up additional opportunities for ACTC to pursue extramural funding.
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During the course of this investigation, it became quite clear that many established local
agencies and institutions think very highly of ACTC and are eager to pursue mutually
beneficial partnerships with them. Although ACTC has been extraordinarily successful
as a relatively self-contained organization, it recognizes that given the right situation, the
results of two or more groups working together can oftentimes be much greater than the
simple sum of their individual efforts. There is rarely a downside to sharing resources and
expertise. Again with respect to grant writing, agencies are extremely attracted to
problem solving through creative and effective partnerships. ACTC is in the fortunate
position of having many good partnership opportunities close at hand: Central Ohio
Technical College, Denison University, OSU-Newark, C-TEC, the Newark Public
Library and Big Brothers/Big Sisters, just to name a few. Indeed the timing does appear
right from many perspectives and for many reasons.

Next Steps

If the leadership of ACTC and NCS feel the results of and conclusions drawn by this
study warrant future action, then the next steps would benefit from the same informed
and targeted deliberations. A planning phase with a predetermined timeline could be
carried out with the goal of prioritizing the needs, outlining possible interventions, and
drafting a short-, mid- and long-term implementation schedule. - A small advisory
committee chaired by ACTC and consisting of a cross-section <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>