
 

 

Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for 

Undergraduate Programs (GEAR UP) Austin 

2019 Spring Staff Focus Group Results Summary 

Introduction 

The AISD (Austin Independent School District) evaluation team conducted focus 

groups with staff at GEAR UP (Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for 

Undergraduate Programs) middle schools in the spring of 2019. Participants in focus 

groups were 7th-grade staff (e.g., teachers, counselors, instructional coaches, and 

parent support specialist) at five GEAR UP middle schools: Dobie, Fulmore, Mendez, 

Paredes, and Webb. In total, 35 staff participated in the focus groups. On average, 

seven staff participated in each focus group.  

The purpose of the staff focus groups was to gather information about their 

perspectives on the GEAR UP program, their experiences with the GEAR UP program, 

and their support for student college preparation. Participants were asked to provide 

feedback in the following areas: (a) understanding of the GEAR UP program, (b) roles 

of the GEAR UP facilitators, (c) GEAR UP activities, (d) professional development 

activities, (e) teacher expectations, and (f) teacher preparation IRU�VWXGHQWVȢ�IXWXUH�

education. 

Characteristics of Focus Group Participants 

Figure 1.  

The majority of focus group participants were female teachers, and most had fewer than 

10 years of working experiences.  

 

Source. 2018–2019 AISD staff records 
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Summary of Findings 

 

Staff had a clear understanding of the program’s purpose. Staff who participated in the focus groups 

across five campuses consistently recognized the role of the GEAR UP program in preparing students for 

college and career. Participants emphasized that the program opened up college and career options for 

students. They identified various supports the program provided for students, including academic support, 

emotional support, and field trips. Excerpts of staffȢV comments about the GEAR UP program included:� 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Staff reported GEAR UP facilitators were supportive of both teachers and students. Most of the staff 

reported that GEAR UP facilitators supported students in college preparation in various ways, including 

tutoring, counseling, lunch bunch,1 and college visits. Staff indicated that the facilitators were helpful in 

facilitating their teaching by co-teaching or implementing college readiness activities during class time. 

&RQVLVWHQW�ZLWK�VWXGHQWVȢ�FRPPHQWV�DERXW�WKH�*($5�83�IDFLOLWDWRUV��staff stated that facilitators provided emotional 

support to students and helped students through hard times (Wang & Orr, 2019). Staff described how students relied on 

                                                        
1 Lunch brunch refers to a GEAR UP workshop during lunch, which may include tutoring, career speakers, or other college readiness 

activities. 

They give them all these 

different supports and show  

them different things they  

can work toward. A whole   

lot of different options to 

colleges and career options.  

  

One of the things that I think 

the GEAR UP program has 

done for our kids is allowing 

them to believe in themselves 

again, because a lot of them 

had lost a lot of hope. 

I know the GEAR UP  

program is the federally 

funded grant that tracks 

students through college and 
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facilitators when they had a rough day and needed someone to talk to. Examples of participantsȢ�FRPPHQWV about the 

GEAR UP facilitators included:  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

School staff supported students’ college preparation. 6WDII�LQGLFDWHG�WKH\�KHOSHG�VWXGHQWVȢ�FROOHJH�

SUHSDUDWLRQ�LQ�YDULRXV�ZD\V��LQFOXGLQJ�KDYLQJ�FRQVLVWHQW�FRQYHUVDWLRQV�DERXW�FROOHJH�SUHSDUDWLRQ�ZLWK�

VWXGHQWV��SURYLGLQJ�DFDGHPLF�VXSSRUW��DQG�HQFRXUDJLQJ�VWXGHQWV�WR�KDYH�RZQHUVKLS�RI�WKHLU�VWXG\��0RUH�

VSHFLILFDOO\��VWDII�UHSRUWHG�WKH\�DOZD\V�WDONHG�ZLWK�VWXGHQWV�DERXW�FROOHJH��7KH\�HPSKDVL]HG�WR�VWXGHQWV�WKH�

LPSRUWDQFH�RI�WKH�NQRZOHGJH�DQG�VNLOOV�WKH\�QHHGHG�WR�JDLQ�IRU�WKHLU�IXWXUH�HGXFDWLRQ�DQG�FDUHHU��6WDII�KHOSHG�VWXGHQWV�

OHDUQ�VWXG\�VNLOOV��H�J���QRWH-WDNLQJ��WLPH�PDQDJHPHQW��RUJDQL]DWLRQ��DQG�WDVN�SULRULWLHV��XVLQJ�$GYDQFHPHQW�9LD�

,QGLYLGXDO�'HWHUPLQDWLRQ��$9,'��VWUDWHJLHV�DQG�VRFLDO-HPRWLRQDO�OHDUQLQJ��6(/��VNLOOV��7KH\�LQVWLOOHG�D�VHQVH�RI�

DFFRXQWDELOLW\�LQ�VWXGHQWV�E\�WHDFKLQJ�WKHP�WR�EH�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�WKHLU�RZQ�VWXGLHV��6WDII�LQGLFDWHG�WKH\�HQFRXUDJHG�WKHLU�

VWXGHQWV�WR�EH�VHOI-DGYRFDWHV�DQG�WR�EH�FRPIRUWDEOH�DVNLQJ�TXHVWLRQV��7KH\�IHOW�EXLOGLQJ�FRQILGHQFH�LQ�VWXGHQWV�ZDV�

FULWLFDO�LQ�PRWLYDWLQJ�WKHP�WR�VXFFHHG�LQ�WKHLU�IXWXUH�HGXFDWLRQ��6WDII�DOVR�GHVFULEHG�WKHLU�HQFRXUDJHPHQW�IRU�VWXGHQWV��

WHOOLQJ�VWXGHQWV�DERXW�WKHLU�RZQ�FROOHJH�HGXFDWLRQ�H[SHULHQFHV�DQG�EXLOGLQJ�D�FROOBؒ礀�D�FӀ�HUL鈀
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([DPSOHV�RI�VWDIIȢV�FRPPHQWV�DERXW�WKHLU�VXSSRUW�IRU�VWXGHQWVȢ�FROOHJH�SUHSDUDWLRQ�LQFOXGHG�� 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Staff expected students to go to college.�$OO�VWDII�LQGLFDWHG�WKH\�H[SHFWHG�WKHLU�VWXGHQWV�WR�JR�WR�FROOHJH��6WDII�

H[SUHVVHG�WKDW�WKH\�H[SHFWHG�WKHLU�VWXGHQWV�WR�JR�WR�D�YDULHW\�RI�FROOHJHV��H�J����-\HDU�FROOHJH���-\HDU�FROOHJH��WHFKQLFDO�

FROOHJH���6WDII�H[SRVHG�WKHLU�VWXGHQWV�WR�GLIIHUHQW�RSWLRQV�RI�VFKRROLQJ�DIWHU�KLJK�VFKRRO�WR�DGGUHVV�VWXGHQWVȢ�GLYHUVH�

OHDUQLQJ�QHHGV�DQG�LQWHUHVWV��6WDII�DOVR�LQGLFDWHG�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�SDUHQWVȢ�H[SHFWDWLRQV�DQG�IDPLO\�VXSSRUW�IRU�

VWXGHQWVȢ�IXWXUH�HGXFDWLRQ��([DPSOHV�RI�VWDIIȢV�FRPPHQWV�DERXW�WKHLU�H[SHFWDWLRQV�LQFOXGHG�� 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I talk about college all the time. 

I talked to my students about my 

college occasionally, my experiences 

WKHUH��,�WHOO�WKHP�ZKHQ�,�FDQȢW� 

provide them a handout of notes, 

Ȥ6RUU\��\RX�KDYH�WR�ZULWH� like we do 

in college, learn how to abbreviate, 

KHUH�LV�KRZ�\RX�DEEUHYLDWH�ȥ� 

 

Try to guide them to take 

accountability for their 

own actions and be 

responsible, because you 

are on your own in college.  

Why I am teaching is to build 

confidence in kids. They build 

their confidence that they can 

be successful in whatever they 

choose. I keep the rigor really 

high in my classroom. I have   

high expectations. 

Making sure they advocate for 

themselves, which is another 

thing GEAR UP is good at 

helping them do, like just 

asking for help and being 

comfortable asking the 

teachers questions. 

 

One of my kids is pretty smart.  

He has a lot of potential, and his 

brother is going to one day own 

his plumbing company. So he just 

plans to work with his brother. I 
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APIE is an independent, nonprofit 

organization created through a 

partnership between the AISD 

and the Austin Chamber of 

Commerce. By leveraging 
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College visits were helpful in multiple ways. When asked to comment on the most helpful GEAR UP 

activity that prepares students for college, many staff 
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Naviance is a college planning 

and career readiness assessment 

software that helps students align 

their strengths and interests to 

postsecondary goals. 

https://www.naviance.com/
https://www.naviance.com/
https://www.avid.org/what-avid-is
https://www.avid.org/what-avid-is
https://www.avid.org/what-avid-is
https://www.avid.org/what-avid-is
http://breakthroughctx.org/
http://breakthroughctx.org/
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Staff also recommended a variety of activities they thought would be helpful in preparing students for college. These 

recommended activities included: 

¶ Checklist of tasks students need to do for future education 

¶ College application process 

¶ Financial aid information 

¶ SWXGHQWVȢ�WUXH�SDVVLRQ�H[SORUDWLRQ 

¶ Visits from professionals/college students 

¶ Experience in a college class/college life 

¶ College students as a mentor 

¶ Preparation for high school transition 

¶ Advocacy of early college programs 

Examples of staffȢV recommendation on helpful activities included: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Through AVID, they learn 

all about note-taking, 

organization, strategies 

that would help them 

succeed as far as high 

school and beyond. 

More things to find the 

passion. I think  

something that I would 

also try to add to GEAR 

UP, find your true 

passion.  

I think it would be cool if they sit 

through a college class. A day in 

the life of a college student. To let 

them know they may get up this 

time later in the morning because 

they sleep late. They still go to the 

library and they do research. They 

still go to lunch here.  

The banners in the hallway. A lot 

of them did not know there were 

that many colleges. They thought 

we probably have four in Texas, 

DQG�WKDWȢV�LW��$QG�WKH\�ZHUH�OLNH��

Ȥ,�GLGQȢW�HYHQ�NQRZ�WKDW�H[LVWHG�ȥ�

So it opened their eyes to a lot 

more possibilities.  

 

I think that more of the hard 

stuff, tasks that have to be done. 

Having a checklist of things that 

they need to take care of or at 

least think about. Getting a 

chance for them to understand 

the finances behind college. 
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Staff had limited knowledge about family engagement support provided by the program. Staff who 

knew about WKH�SURJUDPȢV�VXSSRUW�for family engagement were most knowledgeable about family nights, 

followed by phone calls and home visits. Staff provided examples of successful family nights. They praised 

the informative nature of family nights. They reported that family nights were KHOSIXO�WR�VXSSRUW�SDUHQWVȢ�

understanding of financial aid, stating that parents gained exposure to it when the facilitator walked them though the 

financial aid process on the website. Staff also mentioned phone calls and home visits provided by the GEAR UP 

facilitators as helpful in engaging parents in studentVȢ learning. Examples of staffȢV�comments about family engagement 

support provided by the program included:� 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We have also done the family nights. 

The GEAR UP facilitator did a great job. 

What is the real cost in college? She 

broke it down to public and private, all 

different types of financial aid, even 

started going through steps of the  

actual financial aid process on the 

website. So the family could gain some 

exposure to it.  

The GEAR UP facilitator is always 

willing to help make phone calls and 

offers to reach out to parents for us, 

or to talk to parents and bring them 

in. So I know it is a huge help for us 

in reaching out and keeping parents 

informed and meeting with them so 

they know what is going on with  

their kids.  

 

The feedback was all positive. 

There were some really good 
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Staff participated in various professional development activities for students’ college preparation. 

)RFXV�JURXS�SDUWLFLSDQWV PHQWLRQHG�WKDW�WKH\�DOUHDG\�KDG�D�ORW�RI�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�IRU�SURIHVVLRQDO�

GHYHORSPHQW��LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�IROORZLQJ�WRSLFV��$9,'�VWUDWHJLHV��6(/�VNLOOV��DQG�FXOWXUDOO\�UHVSRQVLYH�

VWUDWHJLHV��,Q�DGGLWLRQ��SDUWLFLSDQWV�UHSRUWHG�WKDW�LQFRUSRUDWLQJ�NQRZOHGJH�DQG�VNLOOV�LQ�WKHLU�FODVVURRP�

HQDEOHG�WKHP�WR�HQJDJH�VWXGHQWV�LQ�OHDUQLQJ�DQG�VXSSRUWHG�VWXGHQWV�IRU�IXWXUH�HGXFDWLRQ�� 

3DUWLFLSDQWV�DOVR�VXJJHVWHG�DGGLWLRQDO�SURIHVVLRQDO�OHDUQLQJ�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�WR�OHDUQ�PRUH�DERXW��D��DFDGHPLF�FRQWHQW���E��

GHYHORSPHQWDOO\�DSSURSULDWH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�IRU�WHDFKHU�LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�FODVVURRP���F��FXOWXUDOO\�UHVSRQVLYH�

VWUDWHJLHV��DQG��G��FROODERUDWLRQ�ZLWK�WHDFKHUV�LQ�RWKHU�VFKRROV��Excerpts of staffȢV comments about professional 

development activities included:� 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It would be lovely to have some 

math professional development 

activities that would help me with 

what I am actually teaching. 

Incorporating other strategies is 

fine. So it would be nice to have 

any content-related professional 

development activities. 

 

,�WKLQN�LWȢV�DOZD\V�JRRG�WR�KDYH�

culturally responsive strategies, just 

EHFDXVH�LWȢV�DOZD\V�JRRG�WR�WDNH�RWKHU�
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A handful of staff did not know much about the GEAR UP program. 6RPH�VWDII VHHPHG�WR�NQRZ�OLWWOH�

DERXW�*($5�83�DFWLYLWLHV��7KH\�ZHUH�QRW�FOHDU�DERXW�WKH�UHVSRQVLELOLWLHV�RI�*($5�83�IDFLOLWDWRUV��Examples of 

staffȢV comments about their limited knowledge about the GEAR UP program included: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion  

,Q�VXPPDU\��PRVW�RI�WKH�IRFXV�JURXS�SDUWLFLSDQWV�DFURVV�ILYH�*($5�83�FDPSXVHV�XQGHUVWRRG�WKH�*($5�83�SURJUDP��

0DQ\�VWDII�SURYLGHG�SRVLWLYH�FRPPHQWV�DERXW�WKH�*($5�83�DFWLYLWLHV�DQG�*($5�83�IDFLOLWDWRUV��LQFOXGLQJ�� 

¶ 6WDII�UHSRUWHG�WKH�*($5�83�SURJUDP�ZDV�EHQHILFLDO�WR�WKH�WHDFKHUV��VWXGHQWV��DQG�FDPSXV�� 

¶ 6WDII�LQGLFDWHG�WKH�SURJUDP�SURYLGHG�VWXGHQWV�ZLWK�RSSRUWXQ
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