
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

AROOSTOOK SCHOLARS PILOT 
PROGRAM EVALUATION 

2017-18 RESULTS 
By Tricia Brainard, Ed.D. and Sally Beaulieu, MSEd 

 
So, having Chris’s help actually helps me help myself find a calmer solution…while I  

work on getting more…help. 
 
In the spring of 2017, GEAR UP Maine (GU-ME) launched the Aroostook Scholars Pilot (ASP), an initiative to 
provide services to first year college students. These transitional services were designed to aid in persistence 
during the summer prior to Postsecondary Education (PSE) enrollment through the beginning of students’ second 
year in college. GU-ME hired a mentoring coach to deliver transitional services. Additionally, GU-ME provided 
some monetary assistance for students who demonstrated need with PSE expenses such as books, materials, and 
fees. Graduates of the class of 2017 from the GU-ME schools in Aroostook County were given the opportunity to 
participate in the ASP.  
 
GU-ME employed Xcalibur, Inc. to conduct program evaluation services grant-wide and to facilitate a two-year 
research study for the ASP initiative beginning in the 2018-19 school year. While services were delivered during 
the 2017-18 school year, Dr. Tricia Brainard, Xcalibur Director of Evaluation and Research, together with Sally 
Beaulieu, the GEAR UP Maine Regional Facilitator/Pilot Coordinator, Chris Young, GEAR UP Maine Regional 
Facilitator/Aroostook Scholars Coach, and Dori Fellman the GEAR UP Maine College Transition Coordinator, 
designed the study. Additionally, the interventions were tested by Mr. Young and Xcalibur collected the initial 
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data. This is an evaluation report of the results and recommendations from the first-year initiative.  
 
The pilot is exploring two questions: 

1. What GU-ME coaching topics and modes of delivery did students identify as valuable during their first 
year of Postsecondary Education? 

2. Did students who participated in the Aroostook Scholars Pilot persist at a higher rate in PSE than other 
GU-ME students? 

Students were asked to take part in focus groups in December 2017 and January 2018 and surveys in February and 
July of 2018. Of the 18 active Scholars, 16 (89%) participated in the focus groups; additionally, seven (39%) took 
the online surveys. Responses to focus group data and field notes were initially coded by Dr. Brainard. She 
presented this data to the evaluation and research team designated above. The team discussed the initial themes 
and the final coding was completed by Dr. Brainard. These final themes were presented to GU-ME and the 
Aroostook Scholars on August 15, 2018. The evaluation and research team met again to review the findings and 
determine recommendations. This evaluation report reflects those findings and recommended actions and have 
been included the design of the research study.  
 
 
Findings 
The most impactful lesson of the first year of this initiative was that during the interlude between high school and 
PSE, Institutions of Higher Education (IHE) expected students to access the portals and take care of transitional 
tasks, such as following up on financial aid, retrieving class syllabuses and material lists, etc. These rural students 
often did not have easy access to technology nor did they understand there would be a need/expectation for that. 
Without assistance from the ASP, these students would not have been as prepared for their first semester as they 
were. In some cases, even with assistance, students had difficulty navigating the final enrollment processes. 
Students started classes without books, tools, and other necessary materials. Additionally, students had difficulty 
differentiating must-know information and/or procedures and nice-to-know or recommended information and/or 
procedures from the PSE institution. For the most part, students interpreted that all information from the PSE 
institution during the summer and beginning of their first semester was must-know/must-do. As the year 
progressed and they came to understand some of that information/action was recommended, they felt misled 
which appeared to lead to some resentment. 
 
Dominant themes in the data were centered around the following: 

● Preparation for PSE  
● Differences between high school and PSE  
● Finances 
● Assistance from ASP  

 
Preparation  
Students stated that taking dual enrollment or early college classes were helpful to them in understanding the 
rigorous expectations of attendance, coursework, and grading. However, students felt ill-prepared for the 
difficulty of studying and the demands of a full course load. They were also surprised by the unexpected sense of 
freedom and how much they had relied on others to assist them…from their moms getting them up in the 
mornings to their teachers reminding them and sometimes giving them extensions on homework and/or tests. 
 

● Taking the college classes—I feel like if I didn’t take them I wouldn’t have been as prepared...we all had 
the same college human anatomy lab in class, and that was the only class that I actually had to study a 
week or two in advance for, and actually study for it. That’s kind of how I learned my study skills. If I 
didn’t take that, I would probably not have good study skills.  
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● We all did early college in high school. We did the Rural U early college, which basically means we used 
to go to the UMFK and take classes with the college students. So we were kind of familiar with the aspect 
of they don’t really care if you miss class, but it’s your fault and your responsibility to make up for it.  

● Probably my biggest bad habit was procrastinating. I would overestimate how much time I had and I 
would end up doing it at the last second, whatever it was, I would be always right up to it. 

● I would say keeping my organizational skills up, because they fell dramatically in the past month. I’m 
trying to fix that. 

● Make sure you have everything you need. Because in college it’s more of a serious thing. It’s not like in 
high school, “Oh, I forgot my book. Can I go get it in my locker?” In college it’s like “I forgot my book” 
so you'd have to go all the way back to the dorms or even not go back because you commute and stuff so 
it’s a little bit harder. You have to make sure you have everything you need because you can't necessarily 
go back for everything. 

● I didn’t study for tests in high school, honestly. I didn’t have to study, I could sit in class and pay 
attention, take a test and get a 95 on it. Now, you gotta study. 

● Teachers don’t tell you when things are due, it’s written in the syllabus and you just have to know it. If 
you don’t stay on top of it then you kind of get screwed 

● Definitely like a lot more work than I thought there would be, but at the same time there’s also a lot of 
freedom. 

● I study with people from my diesel program but in high school I didn't. 
● My high school, I had a computer class that we’d all help each other when we were out of class and a 

couple of us had a study hall together. When we had some homework to do, none of us would go near 
each other or do anything. But here it’s like “Oh, you're having trouble with this lab, let’s get together. 
You're in my class.” 

 
Differences  
Students discussed that the stakes in PSE were higher than when they were in high school. Studying was a central 
point of the dialog as they noted that teachers were more hands-on, but professors were not. They were used to 
being prompted when assignments were due in high school but in college they were expected to follow the 
syllabus without reminders. They agreed that classes were harder, and they didn’t get the one-on-one attention 
they had been accustomed to in high school. Some students began to understand that studying meant reading and 
writing even when an assignment was not due. They learned that they had to keep track of their time or they might 
fall behind and again, they noted that the stakes for falling behind in college were very different than in high 
school.  
 

● It’s a lot different than high school. Nobody forces you to go to class. Nobody cares if you show up to 
class. Don't get behind because once you get behind it’s hard to catch up. 

● For me, it’d be the freedom to do basically anything, but also the responsibility of not exceeding that 
freedom.  

● I'd probably say some of the freedom. Your mother’s not there telling you to wake up and go to class... 
● I found [college] was different because you have more time outside of class… But you also have more 

homework, so you have to learn to manage your time better. 
● Nobody is saying you got to get [school work] done, right then and there. It’s your own responsibility. 
● [Classes] are faster-paced. 
● I guess like the scheduling since high school we always had class every day. It was really weird to get a 

grasp of my schedule anyway. There was a lot procrastination 
● And the schedule is different. It’s very dependent on you and what you choose for classes, and what times 

they have available. It’s not a set schedule every day, you [don’t] do the same classes every day. It’s 
different. 
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● Don’t take on too many credits at once, because I had started out the semester with 17 credits, working 
with my work-study and soccer. It was a mouthful. 

● I find that the teachers don’t have as much of a hands-on approach. The professors are different from high 
school in the way that if you don’t show up for a test or if you don’t go to class, that’s your fault. They’re 
not going to just give you what you missed, you have to get it yourself. There’s no…hand-holding at all 
in college, which I think is good. But I can see how it’s a struggle for other kids that are used to teachers 
kind of looking after them or saying, “Oh, you weren’t in class today, here’s what you missed.” It’s not at 
all like that in college. If you miss a class then it’s your fault, and there’s no excuse. 

 
Finances 
Although all students had financial aid, most students did not know how to interpret the reports they received 
from their IHE. There were a couple of students who had trouble getting their full packages and without the 
assistance of the ASP Coach, they would not have attended their first year. As students discussed that the stakes 
of PSE were higher than high school, they were able to draw on the fact that they were now paying for their own 
education and they didn’t want to fail a class and have to pay for it again. As students discussed some of the 
freedoms they were getting accustomed to they began to understand that they needed to not only manage their 
coursework and time but also their financial aid. One student commented that he “blew” his financial aid in the 
beginning of the semester and in late November, he had only $5 or $10 left in his account.  
 

● Yeah, I don't want to have to take a class over so I'm actually going to try. I don't want to have to pay for 
it again. 

● Apply for more scholarships  
● So I ended up spending a hundred dollars more than I needed to on books that I didn’t need, because they 

were written by my professors.  
● I would recommend waiting for the first week, you can have, like, one. Because on the first day of class, 

they usually tell you what the required reading is. 
● I bought [my books] used. I was not going to buy them new because the price was just too ridiculous. 
● I buy [my books] used, and rent.  
● I find [electronic versions] convenient because I can bring my iPad with me everywhere I go, rather than 

bring a ton of books everywhere I go 
● Saving more money, I’ve got like two dollars on my debit card right now. I blew [my financial aid] on 

electronics and I’m actually kind of stressing out about next semester, paying for books. 
● Probably buy your books after you start class. If you’re in a liberal arts major, I would recommend 

waiting for the first week of school to buy your books. Because a lot of the books they say are required as 
just recommended reading, which you don’t need to purchase 

● Getting your own food sometimes 
 
Assistance  
The modes of service delivery included presentations, face to face meetings, focus group discussions, texting, 
email, and Facebook. GU-ME had just hired the ASP Coach when presentations were made to students at their 
high schools in the spring of 2017, so most of the students did not know Mr. Young. Some students mentioned 
they thought it was a bit strange to have this person they didn’t know contacting them but that went away after 
they understood the program better. For the most part, students responded more to text messaging and face to face 
meetings. When asked about the Facebook page and email, students had little response. GU-ME found that 
students who met face to face at least once stayed in the program longer and those that met more than once tended 
to stay for the entire 14 months.  
 

● Reminders for events and being mindful of time [have been helpful]. It would definitely be the reminders 
before the FAFSA. Your reminder helped me remember the FAFSA. [Also], keeping track of events. 
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● He let me know a lot of resources that were available. He got me connected to TRIO for the college, so 
that was good. 

● [Mr. Young has] been my backbone to help me with reminders and to be there as an added support 
system. 

 
For the most part, services delivered to these students were of an advocacy nature, guiding students to resources 
and teaching them to be their own champion. Students acknowledged the relationship was important and valuable. 
The association focused on connecting students to resources and assisting them with navigating through a large 
bureaucracy for which students generally had little experience. It was not a relationship that one might experience 
with a mentor who teaches or guides one in a particular skill set. The emphasis was on self-reliance and 
independence for students. While the summer and first semester were focused on pointing students to resources 
and navigating difficult situations, the second semester focused on how they would manage without the support of 
the ASP their second year. 
 

●  [Mr. Young] guide[s] us in the right direction and make[s] resources available to us to use, especially 
keeping us in contact with people who are there, but we just don’t know how to reach them ourselves. 

● Well, [GU-ME’s] here to help us but if we don’t tell them what some of our college issues are, we can’t 
expect them to know. So by reaching out and saying I need help with this, they can help accordingly 

● I had a financial aid package that couldn’t support my tuition because my household situation had 
changed. So I had been through an appeal process since April, and it just got finalized in September. 
There was a lot of stress in how I would pay for books, how I would pay for my tuition. [Mr. Young] 
helped connect me with more people in the financial aid office, showed me who I could talk to. I found 
that really helped because it got more stuff done, took a step in the right direction instead of taking two 
steps back. 

 
Additionally, GU-ME offered some financial assistance. Students who needed that could complete a GU-ME 
Student Assistance Application. These were reviewed by a GU-ME three-person panel. Many students took 
advantage of that and GU-ME awarded $8,990 to 17 students and 25 requests. The average award/student was 
$529. Requests tended to be for educational materials and supplies versus day-to-day needs such as food or 
transportation. Again, much of the second semester meetings with Mr. Young centered around brainstorming with 
students about how they would find that supplementary financial assistance going forward. 

● He helped me get a grant through [GU-ME] for like, $600 worth of tools, and met up with me a couple of 
times over the summer to help make sure that got finalized. 

● He helped me get the right books and my scrubs for my clinicals. 
 
 
Recommendations 
The data clearly demonstrate a vulnerable timeframe for these students. While qualitative data is not 
generalizable, one could argue that the lessons learned from these students could be applicable to any 
first-generation, low income and/or rural PSE students. The timeframe that appeared to be most vulnerable for 
these students was the time between high school graduation and before they become official students of their IHE. 
One of the most important tasks during this time is to log onto their IHE portal to complete their enrollment 
process, e.g., housing, financial aid, scheduling. Because financial aid packages do not begin until they become 
official students of an IHE, some of these students lacked computers and the technology to access to the internet. 
Additionally, because of this unofficial status, they did not qualify for other federal PSE assistance programs like 
TRIO.  
 
Given this transitional gap, the first-year recommendation of the ASP is focused how GU-ME, the IHE, and high 
schools can step up to assist students during this timeframe. In this section, the recommendation is presented 
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followed by the supporting data and the suggested implementation steps for each of the three partners. While the 
supporting data is specific to these students’ experiences, we believe these suggestions could apply to any first 
generation, low-income, and/or rural PSE student and the institutions and programs that serve them.  
 
Recommendation for Year One: Develop a service-plan for student supports that spans the timeframe when 
students are no longer a part of their high schools and not yet an official student of the IHE. 

Data that support the recommendation. It appears that students need assistance in the following areas: 
1. Additional small financial awards, less than $600, for unexpected or unanticipated expenses such 

as tools, software, scrubs, waders, etc. 
2. Reminders of deadlines such as 2nd year FAFSA completion, logging onto their portals over the 

summer. 
3. Resources such as other federal programs that assist low-income and/or first-generation college 

students like TRIO, multiple sites to buy inexpensive books,  
4. Skills such as finding the right person at the IHE that can fix an issue, knowing how to persist 

with an issue when the first answer is no.  
5. Navigating through the final stages of the financial aid process which can be intimidating and 

difficult for students who are unfamiliar with large bureaucracies.  
 
GU-ME is in a unique position to develop such services. GEAR UP is funded to support students in high school 
and PSE and therefore is a program that covers this gap. However, they are a federally funded project intended to 
build sustainability within the school districts served. This means that ultimately the funding may be diverted to 
other districts to expand and/or strengthen different districts as GEAR UP Maine applies for and is awarded 
additional grants.  

Suggested steps for addressing recommendation  
● Create a task force or committee to study the data from this pilot and develop a service-plan for 

first year students with an emphasis on services conducted over the summer. 
● Alter staff resources to serve as coaches and carry out the service plan for students entering PSE. 
● Become (or maintain being) part of a discussion with high schools and IHE to inform how such a 

service plan could assist rural, low-income and/or first-generation students in Maine. 
● An additional discussion item for this group would be to fully explore how districts and IHEs 

might be more intentional and work together to ensure the growth needed for young adults to 
transition from high school student to adult student. 

● Connect high schools with IHEs to discuss the results of this pilot and the unique needs of rural, 
first-generation, and/or low-income students who enroll in PSE; perhaps hosting a summit. 

● Apply for a third GEAR UP Maine grant with an emphasis on how to activate and sustain a 
first-year coaching model for Maine PSE students. 

 
Institutions of Higher Education can be unfriendly places for rural students who are not familiar with navigating 
large bureaucracies. The population in this study displayed uncertainties about how and when to push through 
negative responses to inquiries. The IHE expects adult students be adept at self-advocacy and self-reliance. This 
seems appropriate; for example, they do not have the personnel to walk thousands of students individually 
through the final stages of freshman enrollment. While that expectation is appropriate, it was not realistic for 
many of these students. The transition from high school student to adult student was difficult and gradual. These 
difficulties are not unrecognized in the world of higher education. Most IHE are attempting to address these 
complications and the data from this study may inform some of those practices. 

Suggested steps for addressing recommendation  
● Become (or maintain being) part of a discussion with high schools and PSE support programs like 

GU-ME to inform how such a service plan could assist rural, low-income and/or first-generation 
students in Maine. 
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● An additional discussion item for this group would be to fully explore how districts and IHEs 
might be more intentional and work together to ensure the growth needed for young adults to 
transition from high school student to adult student. 

● Be transparent and differentiate tasks and/or information that are must-know/do and 
recommended. 

● Develop a way in which students could borrow or use books their first semester and purchase 
afterwards if they determine the book is necessary. Students seemed savvy at the end of the 
semester in understanding that not all books were necessary to purchase and were more skillful in 
understanding syllabuses to determine when only a small part of the book may be used for the 
course. 

 
School districts discharge students upon graduation as they are mandated to do by law; they have no jurisdiction 
or responsibility once a student graduates. Computers are returned, and email addresses deactivated. Personnel are 
off-contract for much of the summer months. Each of these make it difficult for the district to support the 
PSE-bound student population.  

 
Suggested steps for addressing recommendation  

● Become (or maintain being) part of a discussion between IHE and PSE support programs like 
GU-ME to inform how such a service plan could assist rural, low-income and/or first-generation 
students in Maine.  

● An additional discussion item for this group would be to fully explore how districts and IHEs 
might be more intentional and work together to ensure the growth needed for young adults to 
transition from high school student to adult student. 

● Assist all seniors to set up google or other free email accounts and begin to disseminate 
information via those accounts, e.g., all graduation information could be announced through those 
accounts, so students become familiar with checking and using email accounts not associated 
with the district. 

● An alternative to google or other free email accounts is to wait until the fall following graduation 
to deactivate high school email accounts. 

● When appropriate, encourage/remind students who attend CTE to purchase tools in the spring of 
their senior year that they will need for PSE as they may be less expensive. 
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