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Introduction – Session Overview

GEAR UP grant implementation takes place over 6–7 years. It is difficult to predict 
at program inception what the most important factors to measure will be over 
the next several years.

If the GEAR UP evaluation design, typically created in Year 1, does not build some 
flexibility into the evaluation, it is possible that the evaluation will be too 
formulaic and will not be responsive to shifting program priorities and needs. 

Having a responsive evaluation is key to being able to use evaluation findings to 
drive program improvement. 

This presentation will share how the WV GEAR UP team built flexibility into the 
GEAR UP evaluation design from the start and have customized evaluation 
activities each year to collect and analyze data on emerging program priorities. 
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WV GEAR UP Overview

2014-2021

Support to cohort students in the class of 2020 and just-in-time support for Grade 
12 students

Serving students at the postsecondary level through the Transition and First Year 
Program 

Housed at the West Virginia Higher Education Policy Commission

Directed by Interim Director of Student Services

50 total schools served, 23 high schools
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WV GEAR UP Evaluation Components

Study Purpose Data Sources

Implementation 
study 

Whether activities have 
been implemented as 
planned

• Student, parent, and school personnel 
surveys

• Focus groups/interviews with two groups
• Participation and academic data 

Outcomes 
study

Program and academic 
outcomes related to 
grant objectives

• Participation and academic data

Impact study Academic preparation 
and postsecondary 
enrollment

• Academic data

Sustainability 
study

The extent to which 
services were sustained 
for subsequent cohorts 
of students

• Student, parent, and school personnel 
surveys

• Focus groups/interviews with two groups
• Participation and academic data 



Background – WV GEAR UP

• College-going in West Virginia has made notable achievements in the last 
decade, but still falls below the national average (55% WV vs. 69% US).

• The WV Higher Education Policy Commission received its second GEAR UP 
grant for 2014-2021 to enhance college access programming in the state.

• Serves 50 schools, including 23 high schools

• Provides support to cohort students in the class of 2020

• Provides just-in-time support for grade 12 students (priority students)

• The Commission hired ICF to conduct an external evaluation of their GEAR 
UP grant.

Flexible Evaluation Components 
to Support Program Needs
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Context

• Interest in conducting 
an RCT

•Had statewide 
mentoring program

•Opportunity to 
randomly assign 
cohort students to 
program at start of 
grade 9 (Y3)

• Initial goal was to 
estimate the 
relationship between 
participation in 
mentoring and 
student academic and 
behavioral changes  
(e.g., GPA, 
absenteeism)

Evaluation Activity

•Conducted low-cost 
mini RCT at three 
schools to measure 
impact of mentoring 
on student outcomes 
(Y3)

•Examined changes in 
student outcomes 
over the first year in 
high school and 
compared to non-
participating schools

•Added eight-item grit 
questionnaire 
(Duckworth & Quinn, 
2009; Duckworth, 
Peterson, Matthew, & 
Kelly, 2007).

Program Impact/Changes

•Randomization 
determined to be 
incorrect model for 
mentoring 

•Some survey items 
shown to be 
unreliable so they 
were eliminated from 
future surveys

•Further examination 
through mentor 
interviews to better 
understand 
implementation

Example 1: A Sub-Study to Rigorously Measure Impact of Mentoring



Context

• Preliminary 
results from 
impact analysis 
from mentoring 
RCT revealed no 
impact

• Wanted to 
understand more 
details about 
program 
implementation 
to contextualize 
results

Evaluation Activity

• Conducted 
phone interviews 
with mentors in 
year following 
RCT—both with 
mentors at RCT 
and non-RCT 
GEAR UP schools 
(Y4).

Program 
Impact/Changes

• Changes were 
made to the 
mentoring 
program to allow 
for greater 
flexibility

• Mentoring Guide 
underwent 
significant 
revisions to 
ensure student 
engagement and 
relevancy

Example 2: More Understanding About Mentoring



Context

•Opioid crisis greatly 
impacting 
communities in WV 
with GEAR UP schools

•New focus on 
potential impact of 
crisis on students at it 
relates to 
postsecondary 
aspirations and plans

Evaluation Activity

•Added food security 
questions to student 
survey (Y5)

Program 
Impact/Changes

•Better awareness of 
the proportion of 
students being 
served who are 
experiencing food 
insecurity

•Currently examining 
differences in 
postsecondary plans/ 
aspirations based on 
experiencing food 
insecurity or not.

•Brainstorming 
potential actions to 
bring awareness to 
college campuses and 
potential resources 
for students to 
combat this challenge

Example 3: Increased Focus on Community Context



Context

• Increased focus on 
student needs

•Better understanding 
of the student 
experience for a 
diverse group of 
students

•Give students an 
opportunity to share 
perspectives of 
potential program 
improvements

Evaluation Activity

•Conducted school 
site visits and student 
focus groups (Y5)

Program 
Impact/Changes

•Better awareness of 
student perceptions 
of the program (e.g., 
most valued 
activities, students 
planning to continue 
to 4-year versus 2-
year postsecondary 
institutions)

•Discovered some 
potential barriers to 
student participation 
(e.g., CTE students 
may experience more 
scheduling conflicts 
that prevents from 
greater engagement)

Example 4: Increased Focus on Student Needs



▪ Changes to the survey collection approach when achieving high enough 
response rate was a challenge (switched from online to paper)

▪ Added survey questions to reflect new or pilot activities (e.g., questions 
about test preparation)

▪ Changes to interview protocols to reflect current year activities or new 
pilot initiatives

▪ Subgroup comparisons across schools (e.g., serving cohort only or cohort 
and priority groups) to better understand sustainability and improvement 
across time

▪ Reports and presentations (addition of spotlight analyses, school-level 
analyses)

Additional Examples of Changes to Evaluation Elements



WV GEAR UP Evaluation DesignOther Factors About Why This Has Worked

Shared commitment to program goals, understanding of evaluation scope, and interpretation 
about contracted activities

A lot of communication about shifting priorities and program needs

Evaluation team is willing to be scrappy (low-cost RCT, low-cost site visits)

Flexibility regarding deadlines allows different types of data collection to occur at different 
times to be responsive to program needs

Fixed price contract, invoiced in equal monthly installments (not a deliverables-based budget) 
allows for more flexibility about what the exact deliverables are each year (only thing set is 
two reports per year)



Background – WV GEAR UP

• College-going in West Virginia has made notable achievements in the last 
decade, but still falls below the national average (55% WV vs. 69% US).

• The WV Higher Education Policy Commission received its second GEAR UP 
grant for 2014-2021 to enhance college access programming in the state.

• Serves 50 schools, including 23 high schools

• Provides support to cohort students in the class of 2020

• Provides just-in-time support for grade 12 students (priority students)

• The Commission hired ICF to conduct an external evaluation of their GEAR 
UP grant.
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