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Status of GEAR 
UP Research & 
Evaluation



National Evaluations 

Since its inception in 1998, there have been three national evaluations of the GEAR UP program.

1. In 1999, the year after GEAR UP was created, the U.S. Department of Education contracted 
with Westat, Inc. to conduct a national evaluation of GEAR UP (U.S. Department of Education, 
2003). Survey results from intervention and comparison middle schools provided a descriptive 
overview of how GEAR UP programs are implemented across the nation and found that 
attending a GEAR UP school was positively associated with student and parent knowledge. 

2. A follow-up study by Standing, Judkins, Keller, and Shimshak (2008) through Westat, Inc. found 
that attending a GEAR UP middle school was positively associated with parents’ and 
students’ postsecondary knowledge, parent involvement, parent aspirations for their 
children to attend college, and students taking above grade-level science courses. 

3. Terenzini, Cabrera, Deil-Amen, and Lambert (2005), funded through the Institute of Education 
Sciences, also provided an analysis of the GEAR UP program. Results indicated the “reach” or 
percent of eligible students that participated in targeted services had a significant positive 
impact on awareness and that parent engagement had a positive impact on increasing 
students’ social capital. 



However…

Each study provided insight into the effectiveness of the 
GEAR UP program, yet none spanned the full spectrum of 
the six- or seven-year program services and examined 
postsecondary outcomes. 



Thus…

There remains a pressing need for comprehensive and 
longitudinal evaluations that follow GEAR UP students 
through the program and through college completion, as 
well as an examination of the service interventions that are 
particularly impactful for GEAR UP students. 



Types of GEAR UP Studies

College Knowledge 
and Readiness

Student Service 
Interventions

Family/Parent 
Service 

Interventions

Postsecondary 
Outcomes

Service 
Interventions and 

Postsecondary 
Outcomes



College Knowledge and Readiness

• Bausmith and France (2012) found the GEAR UP program showed positive evidence for increasing college 
readiness. The study suggested that GEAR UP students were better prepared for postsecondary education. 

• ACT (2007a and 2007b) conducted a longitudinal study of 250 GEAR UP schools compared to non-GEAR UP 
low-income schools and found positive results in reading, English, the percent of students taking core high 
school coursework, and postsecondary aspirations.

• Yampolskaya, Massey, and Greenbaum (2006) conducted a matched comparison study in an urban setting 
and found that increased time in GEAR UP-related academic interventions led to increased grade-point-
averages (GPA). 

• Watt, Huerta, and Lozano (2007) that students participating in GEAR UP had additional college knowledge, 
preparation, and support as compared to a comparison group. 

• Fetsco, Kain, Soby, Olszewski, and Crites (2011) showed higher Algebra I, Algebra II, and state mathematics 
assessment performance for GEAR UP students who received academic mentoring than non-GEAR UP 
students in a quasi-experimental study. 

• Stack, Alexander, Doyle, & Kamin, (2014) found that students who received the summer transition program 
had higher 9th grade passing rates in Algebra I and were more likely to be on track to graduate; there were 
no statistically significant differences in attendance and GPA. 



Student Service Interventions

• Prickett (2004) illustrates an early use of near-peer advising or mentoring as a 
cost-effective and beneficial means to assist students in GEAR UP schools in their 
postsecondary endeavors. The study also points out the great need to have 
teachers and students who understand the problems faced by underrepresented 
students. 

• Other studies have found that strategic academic advisors significantly improve 
outcomes for GEAR UP middle school students in core academic courses (Van 
Kannel-Ray, Lacefield, & Zeller, 2008). 

• Summer programs were studied by Beer, LeBlanc, and Miller (2008) who found 
that attending a GEAR UP summer program led to increased academic awareness 
and significant increases in these students’ ACT Explore mathematics scores.



Family/Parent Service Interventions

• Stack (2010) examined the relationship between parent involvement 
and student success in the Chicago GEAR UP Alliance. Stack found a 
statistically significant relationship between parent involvement and 
9th grade GPA and ACT Plan composite scores, but did not find a 
significant relationship between parent involvement and 
postsecondary aspirations. 

• Gibson and Jefferson (2006) examined GEAR UP and non-GEAR UP 
comparison groups and found that increased parental involvement, 
even if perceived, led to increased self-concept for students. 



Postsecondary enrollment, persistence, and graduation 
are the intended outcome of GEAR UP nationally; 
however, we still know relatively little about GEAR UP’s 
influence on these outcomes. 

Building strong evidence requires comparison groups 
and either experimental or quasi-experimental designs. 

These designs, in turn, require longitudinal data. 
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Postsecondary Outcomes

• The Kentucky Council on Postsecondary Education (2013) found that students from their 2005-2011 state 
grant graduated high school at comparable rates to matched non-GEAR UP students, but enrolled at 
significantly higher rates (44% compared to non-GEAR UP postsecondary enrollment of 36%). 

• Rhode Island’s GEAR UP program, College Crusade, tracked high school graduating classes from 2006 to 2010 
and found that 68% of the 1,508 students enrolled in college and that 49% did so immediately after high 
school (Fogg & Harrington, 2013); they also found that these students had an 84% postsecondary 
persistence rate. 

• Mann (2012) conducted an evaluation of the Washington State GEAR UP program and found that GEAR UP 
students were more likely than comparison peers to enroll in (84% compared to 59%), persist in (83% 
compared to 74%), and complete a degree or certificate (38% compared to 32%). 

• Bowman, N. A., Kim, S., Ingleby, L., Ford, D. C, & Sibaouih, C. (2018) found that GEAR UP Iowa 
promotes the college enrollment of high school graduates by 3 to 4 percentage points, whereas it 
appears to have no effect on college persistence.



Service Interventions and Postsecondary 
Outcomes

• An evaluation of GEAR UP North Carolina found that select student 
(counseling/advising and college visits) and parent/family 
(workshops, college visits, and family events) services led to 
significantly higher postsecondary enrollment rates (Tillery, 2013). 

• Dais, Dervarics, and Fowler (2013) found positive relationships 
between taking Advanced Placement (AP) courses, taking a GEAR UP 
project-specific course, FAFSA completion, and postsecondary 
enrollment. 



These findings begin to establish the importance of specific GEAR UP 
interventions, noting that just being a GEAR UP student may not be as 

impactful as receiving targeted GEAR UP interventions.   



Issues We Face



What Issues Do We Face? 



GEAR UP Evaluation Issues

Selection Bias
Dosage 

Thresholds/Services

Comparison Group Fidelity of Services



Let’s Talk About 
Evidence



EDGAR Levels of Evidence
EDGAR = Education Department General Administrative Regulations

Level of Evidence from a Single Study

Requirements Demonstrates Rationale
(Strong Theory)

Promising Moderate Strong

Outcomes N/A At least one statistically
significant and positive
effect on a relevant  
outcome

Statistically significant 
positive impact with no 
unfavorable and 
overriding impacts

Statistically significant 
positive impact with no 
unfavorable and 
overriding impacts

Study Design Logic model informed by 
research or evaluation 
findings

Experimental study, quasi-
experimental design 
study, or correlational 
study with statistical 
controls for selection bias

Experimental study or 
quasi-experimental design 
study

Experimental study

WWC Evidence 
Rating

N/A N/A Meets WWC with or 
without reservations

Meets WWC without 
reservations

Sample Size N/A N/A A large sample (n = 350+) 
and a multi-site sample

A large sample (n = 350+) 
and a multi-site sample



Let’s Demonstrate a Rationale 

• Demonstrates a rationale means a key project component included in 
the project’s logic model is informed by research or evaluation 
findings that suggest the project component is likely to improve 
relevant outcomes.

• You must connect and activity in your logic model to an outcome 
(short-, mid-, or long-term). 

• That activity must be an intervention shown to have positive results. 



Let’s Demonstrate a Rationale 

• The extent to which the proposed project demonstrates a rationale is 
worth 15 points on your FY19 GEAR UP application, the most points 
to any sub-selection criteria. 

• You need to find a study that has an intervention shown to have 
positive impacts. 



What Happened to Evaluation? 

We’ve now removed:

• The extent to which the methods of evaluation are thorough, feasible, 
and appropriate to the goals, objectives, and outcomes of the 
proposed project. 

• The extent to which the methods of evaluation will, if well-
implemented, produce promising evidence (as defined in 34 CFR 
77.1(c)) about the project’s effectiveness.





With the change in valuing of evaluation 
coupled with evidence, what happens? 



How does this change GEAR UP? 

How do we fill the gaps? 

What can we do? 



Questions & 
Discussion
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