
Preparing for Your Next GEAR UP
Part 1: The Competitive Process
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Who We Are
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Our Goals With the Strand

• If you’re here, you’ve already had success with GEAR UP; therefore 
we are going forgo the basics and focus on: 

• Exploring known challenges to designing and preparing a successful GEAR UP 
application

• Sharing lessons learned, tips, and pragmatic recommendations

• Creating a peer-to-peer forum to explore issues in-depth
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Disclaimer: This workshop will not substitute formal technical assistance 
provided by the U.S. Department of Education.



Our Approach

Today
• Focus on the 

competitive 
context and 
navigating the 
selection criteria

Tomorrow
• Explore GEAR UP 

design issues and 
key strategic 
decisions

Wednesday
• Engage in a 

roundtable forum, 
where you will 
drive the dialogue
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Some Engagement

More Engagement

All Engagement



Okay. Here’s the Real Deal.

What We Know
• A GEAR UP competition is fully 

expected to take place in 2018
• The most recent application 

package is “cleared” for another 
year

• As such, we anticipate that the 
selection criteria will be the 
same

What We Don’t Know

• When the RFP will be released

• What the competitive priorities 
will be

• Annual funding caps for states

• How page limits, font sizes, and 
table formatting issues will be 
handled
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Uncertainty is Not a Reason to Delay

• As we’ll address, a successful application requires a herculean effort, 
so planning time is your most precious resource

• We do expect that when the RFP is released, the turnaround time will 
likely be short

• Getting your application ready now—based on the most recent 
application—and adapting once the details come out is the safest play
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The Competition 
in Context
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A Peer Review Reality Check

• Despite the safeguards in the process, peer-reviews are inherently 
imperfect

• Despite their training, peer-reviewers have preferences that can help or 
hurt you

• How you convey your ideas can be as important as the ideas you convey
• Like gymnastics scoring, most readers deduct points along the way for 

small errors, but the cumulative impact is immense
• Do not assume the score or comments you received in the past will be 

relevant in the present—each panel is unique! 
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The Reality of the Peer Reviewer

• Asked to do a tough job in a short timeframe

• May or may not be an expert on GEAR UP

• Have had to read and recall tons of text

• May or may not get along with their panel

• Starts strong, but eventually wants to go home

• Frustrated that they can’t find what they’re 
looking for in your application
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Your job is to make the peer reviewer’s 
work easy: answer the questions, be clear, and 
inspire confidence. 
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Key Recommendations for 
Your Entire Proposal
• Don’t give away points: answer each “factor” of the selection criteria and 

sub-criteria (create a checklist for each)
• Be conclusive: If a friend can’t determine “the extent to” which you’ve 

satisfied the question, a stranger won’t be able to either
• Focus, Focus, Focus: if your text isn’t earning you points or inspiring 

confidence, delete it
• Readability is everything: be direct, clear, succinct and organize your 

information for a tired reader
• Write for recall: name things memorably, link ideas clearly, cite page 

numbers if referring to prior or future sections
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The GEAR UP 
Selection 
Criteria
Note: the selection criteria can be found 
in the conference app by navigating to 
this session. 
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Distribution of Points

Need
15%

Project 
Design

15%

Project 
Services

15%Personnel
10%

Managemen
t Plan
10%

Project 
Evaluation

20%

Adequacy of 
Resources

15%
• The point distribution requires 

tough choices on how much text 
you dedicate to each portion

• Some use the point distribution as 
a guide for how many pages to 
allocate

• Others simply focus on 
efficiency—what’s the minimum 
number of pages it takes to satisfy 
the criteria
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Need for the 
Project

14



Need: Common Risks & Challenges

• “Magnitude” and “severity” are subjective. You need to present 
conclusions and insight, not just facts for readers to interpret

• Not sufficiently addressing the differences between “services, 
infrastructure, and opportunities”

• Presenting data that is irrelevant to your students or proposed design

• Conveying complex data that can’t be understood on a first read

• Relying on broad statements that aren’t supported by evidence

• Failing to examine the entire MS to PSE pathway
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Commonly Cited Indicators
• Demographics
• Diversity
• Second language and special population 

data for targeted schools
• State and local college going rate for 

students from low income families
• FRL state and local rates
• Academic Achievement data:

— National test results: SAT, AP, ACT, 
IB, NAEP

— State test results, high school 
proficiency

— Title I status of targeted schools
— Subpopulation data when appropriate
— Numbers or percentages enrolled in 

AP and IB

• Unemployment rates
• Economic development data from local 

communities/state
• Percentage of population with a college 

degree
• High school graduation rate
• High school dropout rate
• Attendance rates of target schools
• FAFSA completion rates
• College application rates
• College enrollment rates
• College persistence/completion rates
• Remedial course taking rates
• Literacy rates of target students and 

families
• Growth or declining enrollment



Need: Lessons Learned

• Your evidence should be clear, actionable, and consumable
• Be a persuasive story-teller and inspire confidence that you have a 

handle on the local context (don’t let them come to better 
conclusions than you!)

• The application is clear on core needs you must address—in later 
criteria, GPRA indicators, GEAR UP legislation

• Use appropriate, local comparison groups to illustrate your points
• Start early—getting access to needed data takes time and you’ll have 

gaps that require alternative approaches
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Quality of Project 
Design
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Design: Common Risks & Challenges

• Confusing project design (framework) with services (activities)
• Not presenting a clear and compelling theory of action that spans the 

core tenants of GEAR UP
• Incoherence or misalignment between your goals, objectives, and 

outcomes
• Anchoring to goals that are unmeasurable or unrealistic
• Not citing credible, relevant, or up-to-date literature
• Ignoring the “replicating effective practices” and “systemic change” 

factors
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Design: Lessons Learned

• Convey a clear framework for your vision; this is the foundation of your 
proposal and influences all of the other criteria 

• Your theory of action should also lay the groundwork for your design 
choices—who to serve (connect to need), how to serve (service model), 
and why it will work (evidence)

• Be realistic, but stretch—your goals must be meaningful but attainable
• Balancing the demands of the criteria here without getting too complex is 

hard—get help from an expert on logic models
• Create a memorable naming and numbering system that impacts other 

portions of the application (e.g., connecting performance measures here 
and later in the evaluation section)
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Quality of Project 
Services
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Services: Common Risks & Challenges

• Not clearly linking project services to your needs, theory of action/logic 
model, specific objectives, or implementation model

• Overlooking the MANDATORY activities required by applicants
• The Goldilocks conundrum: too much/too little detail
• Not specifically addressing how you will the increase the likelihood of 

students improving against all six of the goals contained in the sub-criteria
• Not speaking to ensuring “equal access and treatment” for participants
• Insufficiently describing the role of partners or how you will collaborate 

with them 
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Services: Lessons Learned

• Explicitly link your services to identified needs and theory of action
• Be succinct, but don’t overlook the basics: what services, when they’ll 

be offered, and who will participate
• The expansive suite of services require a table/chart to allow the 

reader to make essential connections
• Readers are savvy about service delivery—speak to what will be 

centralized vs. decentralized
• Your partners should be thoughtfully chosen, recognizable, and highly 

relevant to specific project services
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7 Minutes: Think, Pair, Share

1. Pair: Find a discussion partner: preferably someone you don’t know 
(1 Minute)

2. Think: Based on your experiences and what you heard, what issues 
or concerns caught your attention and why? (1 Minute)

3. Share: Summarize your thoughts to your partner (1 Minute)

4. Discuss: Based on what you both shared, what steps can you take to 
address those concerns in the application? (4 Minutes)
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Quality of Project 
Personnel
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Personnel: Common Risks & Challenges

• Not clearly describing the core job duties, so readers cannot 
sufficiently evaluate the relevance of the qualifications 

• Lack of clarity around why certain qualifications are relevant

• Failing to clearly define “generic” qualifications, when you have 
individuals already identified: readers ask, “what if they leave?”

• Not explicitly addressing the “encourages applications for 
employment” factor—describe how you’re going to make this happen

• Peer-reviewers are very inconsistent in this section, so play things safe
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Personnel: Lessons Learned

• Avoid a laundry list of “key personnel”—this will create problems later 
when personnel change (i.e. prior approval)

• Be careful with qualifications—you’ll need to live with them! 

• Highlighting incumbent staff can be a great way to inspire 
confidence—leverage their collective experience and 
accomplishments

• If space allows, use charts and tables to concisely outline the staffing 
plan

• Recruit for what the grant needs, not what your institution simply 
offers 27



Quality of the 
Management Plan
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Management: Common Risks & Challenges

• Assuming the readers understand the complexity of effective GEAR 
UP management

• Not justifying the FTE commitments of key personnel and staff

• Insufficiently addressing the “diversity of perspectives” for each of the 
audiences identified in the criterion (some readers are very particular)

• Unclear or incoherent action plan, defined responsibilities, timelines, 
and milestones

• Ignoring the “on time and within budget” emphasis
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Management: Lessons Learned

• Readers come with biases—it is your obligation to demonstrate how your 
plan will lead to your desired outcomes

• Showcase your institution's commitment to the program’s success—aim 
bigger than the team you’re describing

• Describe a systematic approach to continual improvement—one that 
enhances your planning, decision-making, and evaluation

• Create a seat at your leadership table for your evaluator
• Provide a robust Year One implementation plan—detail tasks, responsible 

parties, and timelines
• Beyond the “diversity of perspective” requirement, create and empower a 

steering committee to help inform your program’s evolution
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7 Minutes: Think, Pair, Share

1. Pair: Find a discussion partner: preferably someone you don’t know 
(1 Minute)

2. Think: Based on your experiences and what you heard, what are the 
critical issues related to your personnel and management plan? 
(1 Minute)

3. Share: Summarize your thoughts to your partner (1 Minute)

4. Discuss: Based on what you both shared, what steps can you take to 
address those concerns in the application? (4 Minutes)
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Quality of the 
Project Evaluation
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Evaluation: Common Risks & Challenges

• The expectations around rigorous evaluation methods are rising—
incorporating advanced, yet appropriate methods requires early planning

• Conveying the scope of your evaluation design clearly and succinctly
• Not establishing an appropriate means of comparison for your 

performance indicators
• Disconnects between the formative evaluation and project management
• Not clearly defining evaluation oversight, data collection at the school 

level, and other key processes
• Insufficiently addressing how what you learn will guide “replication” or 

“testing” in other settings

33



Evaluation: Lessons Learned

• Your evaluation design should be developed concurrently with your theory 
of action and systematically linked to your continual improvement plan

• Ensure that you’ve created specific benchmarks, timelines and clear 
indicators for each objective and performance measure

• Specifically address how your methods are “thorough,” “feasible,” and 
“appropriate”

• Spell out the basics: the what, when, from whom, and how data will be 
collected and reported

• If using an external evaluator, choose one with experience with federal 
grants and ideally, GEAR UP
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Adequacy of 
Resources
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Resources: Common Risks & Challenges

• Lack of clarity about the reasonableness of costs relative to students 
served and targeted outcomes 

• Confusion about individual line-item costs, big-ticket expenditures, or how 
activities are expressed through your budget

• Issues related to sustainability are ignored or vague
• Not sufficiently addressing your match sources
• Many readers start with the budget—a savvy reader can make early 

judgements based on the numbers alone
• Readers don’t see or question the commitments made by the fiscal agent, 

participating schools, and key partners
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Resources: Lessons Learned

• Your budget is a story—use the application text and the separate 
budget narrative to reinforce key connections to activities, outcomes, 
and program administration

• Speak directly to the experience commitment of your fiscal agent and 
partners to convey the power of your partnership, and shine a light 
on the quality of your match

• Don’t hide your sustainability aspirations—make them known and 
defined in your application

• Be sensitive to your overall program costs per student
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7 Minutes: Think, Pair, Share

1. Pair: Find a discussion partner: preferably someone you don’t know 
(1 Minute)

2. Think: Based on your experiences and what you heard, what issues 
or concerns caught your attention and why? (1 Minute)

3. Share: Summarize your thoughts to your partner (1 Minute)

4. Discuss: Based on what you both shared, what steps can you take to 
address those concerns in the application? (4 Minutes)
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“Burning Issues” for Further Discussion

• To help us inform our discussions tomorrow and the Wednesday 
roundtable, please take an index card and write down the topic or 
issue related to preparing for your next GEAR UP grant that you would 
most like to discuss

• Label the index card “burning issue,” explain your issue clearly and 
legibly, then hand it to one of our presenters before you leave
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Presenter Information
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Deltha Colvin, Deltha.Colvin@wichita.edu
Troy Grant, Troy.Grant@tn.gov

Matt Orem, morem@ipsi.utexas.edu
Maria Rocha-Ruiz, mgrruiz@ucsc.edu
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