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GEAR UP in the First Year of Postsecondary Education 
The research is clear: the first year of postsecondary education is incredibly important for the retention 
and ultimate success of college students. This can be especially true for GEAR UP students. Yet, 
providing services to first-year college students can be incredibly complex. Through a review of 
pertinent literature, NCCEP found four key factors to first-year postsecondary success that are relevant 
to GEAR UP students: academic support, social integration, financial support, and family engagement.  
 
In this handout, you will find a description of each domain that includes a brief description, strategies 
that GEAR UP programs have deployed to serve students, targeted outcomes, and questions for 
consideration. You’ll also find exercises that will help guide you through the planning process as you 
strategize how to serve students in their first year of postsecondary education.  
 
In addition to the questions within unique domains, you should also consider the following questions 
as you begin planning: 

• How will you partner with institutions in order to connect students to resources and establish a 
relationship with campus faculty and staff? 

• How early will you need to start negotiating the activity with secondary and postsecondary 
stakeholders? 

• What communication systems need to be in place in order to maintain contact with students, 
once they are no longer a “captive audience” and how will you implement it? 

• How will you maximize resources within and across partnering institutions? 

• How will you secure space on campus to hold in-person services? 

• How will you track services and collect data? 

• How will you measure success? 
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Focus Area: Academic Support 
Activities designed to promote academic learning, behaviors, and success. 

Common GEAR UP Strategies 

Integrated/Systemic Strategies Personalized Strategies 

• Workshops about selecting 
major/career track 

• Campus engagement with academic 
supports on campus 

• Social media with information about 
academic engagement 

• On-campus space for GEAR UP 
office/GEAR UP staff 

• Summer bridge/transition program 
focused on academics 

• Freshman and/or residential learning 
communities with academic focus 

• Tutoring 

• Mentoring 

• Connecting individuals to campus 
resources 

• Helping students select a major 

• Encouraging students to enroll in 
enough credits to complete a degree 
in four years or less 

• Other academic advising 

• Check-ins via text message and/or in-
person campus visits 

Skills, Decisions, or Outcomes to Target 
The focus of academic support is to ensure that students enter courses with the knowledge 
and skills necessary to succeed, as well as maintain passing grades to stay on-track to 
complete the required courses for their degree program. Students should be intentional 
about committing to a major early and establishing a plan to graduate on time.  

Important Questions for Consideration 

• How can you help ensure that each student has created a graduation plan? 

• How will you create data sharing agreements with institutions to track student 
progress? 

• How will you address potential remediation needs of students? 

• How does your fall-to-spring retention strategy identify academic needs (e.g., winter 
courses, helping students at risk of course failure)? 

• How will you help ensure that students have access to in-person and online 
tutoring/mentoring? 

• Do you have an advising rubric for students that emphasizes the importance of 
specific postsecondary academic factors (e.g., completing gateway courses, 
prerequisites, satisfactory academic progress, enrollment status)? 
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Focus Area: Social Integration 
Activities designed to foster relationships with peers and other campus stakeholders to 
create a sense of well-being and belonging.  

Common GEAR UP Strategies 

Integrated/Systemic Strategies Personalized Strategies 

• Workshops about on-campus 
activities and involvement 

• Campus engagement with groups and 
organizations, including events 

• Texting and social media about 
campus events 

• On-campus space for GEAR UP 
office/GEAR UP staff 

• Summer bridge/transition program on 
campus with expert speakers 

• Freshman and/or residential learning 
communities with social activities 

• Mentoring 

• Counseling 

• Connecting individuals to campus 
resources 

• Connecting individuals to on-campus 
activities (e.g., intramural sports, 
clubs, Greek life) 

• Targeted family engagement 
 

Skills, Decisions, or Outcomes to Target  
The focus of social integration is to help (1) foster a sense of belonging for students as they 
transition to postsecondary education; and (2) help students become self-advocates and 
proactively take ownership over their postsecondary education. Students are more likely to 
persist in postsecondary education when they feel connected to the campus community 
through strong relationships with faculty and peers; are involved in campus activities; and 
have a strong sense of self-determination. 

Important Questions for Consideration  

• How will you connect individual students to campus resources? 

• How will you incorporate GEAR UP services in institutional orientations, transition 
programs, or summer bridge programs? 

• How will you help students identify an appropriate freshman and/or residential 
learning community based on individual needs? 

• How can you help students adjust while maintaining a GEAR UP identity? 

• How will you communicate with students to connect them to campuses? 

• How can you connect GEAR UP students to one another and other diverse 
populations? 

• What incentives can you offer to encourage students to participate in workshops and 
one-on-one interventions? 

• How will you incorporate family engagement in events and activities on campus 
considering the unique needs of GEAR UP families? 

• Do you have a rubric to mentor students for campus engagement (e.g., ask what they 
have joined, what resources they have used)? 
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Focus Area: Financial Support 
Activities designed to help students secure financial aid, manage their resources, and balance 
employment obligations.  

Common GEAR UP Strategies 

Integrated/Systemic Strategies Personalized Strategies 

• Financial literacy/FAFSA workshops 

• Campus engagement with financial 
assistance offices 

• Texting with financial aid deadlines 
and critical information 

• Emails/newsletters with deadlines 
and other critical information 

• Summer bridge/transition program 
that includes financial knowledge 

• Financial literacy coaching 

• FAFSA assistance 

• Encouraging students to build a 
financial plan 

• Mentoring 

• Connecting individuals to campus 
resources 

• Assisting families in visiting their child 
on campus during family events 

Skills, Decisions, or Outcomes to Target 
Within the area of finances, students from low-socioeconomic background may need specific 
and ongoing guidance regarding finances during the first year of postsecondary education. 
Helping students understand the real cost of college, budget and manage living expenses, 
FAFSA renewal, and continuing the scholarship search are important factors to target. 

Important Questions for Consideration  

• How will you help students with financial literacy and financial aid in group and 
individual settings? 

• What type of information can you include in communications to remain effective?  

• How will you connect students to on- and off-campus resources that can help them 
make informed financial decisions? 

• How can you encourage regular financial aid advising appointments with on-campus 
resources? 

• How will you incorporate financial support into group and individual in-person 
services? 

• How will you handle sensitive student financial information, particularly when 
connecting students to campus resources? 

• Do you have a rubric to help students build a financial plan during their freshman 
year? 

• How will you facilitate a student’s FAFSA renewal?  

• How will you help students access new or continuing non-federal financial aid? 
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Focus Area: Family Engagement 
Activities designed to help families actively support their student’s postsecondary success.  

Common GEAR UP Strategies 

Integrated/Systemic Strategies Personalized Strategies 

• Workshops for students and families 

• Emails/newsletters for families with 
important dates and campus 
information 

• Texting with important dates 

• Social media to engage families 

• Family events 

• Financial literacy/FAFSA workshops 

• Summer bridge/transition program 
with a family component 

• Targeted family engagement 

• Connecting individuals to campus 
resources 

• Helping families understand student 
academic planning 

• Counseling 

• Financial literacy coaching 

• FAFSA assistance 

Skills, Decisions, or Outcomes to Target 
For low-income and first-generation students, postsecondary enrollment can be both 
celebratory and stressful. Helping families understand the postsecondary experience can 
assist them in better supporting students through the ups and downs of higher education. 
Providing opportunities for families to engage on campus, sending information to help 
families understand what is happening on campus, and maintaining a relationship with 
families can help them understand and support students. 

Important Questions for Consideration  

• What topics are essential for families to be aware of? 

• What incentives can you provide to encourage parents to stay involved? 

• How will you cater to the unique needs of GEAR UP families? 

• How will you decide what information to share with families? 

• How will you determine what information should be given in-person versus other 
means? 

• How will you determine what campus resources families should be connected to 
based on individual needs? 

• How will you find outside partners to be involved in family engagement services? 

• Do you have a rubric for family involvement? 
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Exercise A 
Brainstorm 
As an individual, please the table below to fill in activities and services you may offer to your GEAR UP students 
in their first year of postsecondary education. Write down any ideas you think are relevant for discussion.  

 
 
DEFINITELY 
 
Are there services 
that your program 
has already decided 
to implement?  

Example: Connect students to institution of higher education staff starting in 
high school. 

 
MAYBE 
 
What types of 
services have you 
considered but are 
not yet sure 
whether you will 
implement? 

Example: Host a summer transition camp at the three institutions of higher 
education that have the highest numbers of GEAR UP students enrolled. 

 
NEW IDEAS 
 
Are there ideas that 
your team has not 
considered yet that 
you think could be 
beneficial? 

Example: Start a GEAR UP club at a minimum of one institution of higher 
education. 
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Exercise B 
Stop, Start, Continue 
GOAL (one priority you would like to address regarding the first year of postsecondary education):  

 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 
STOP 
 
With regard to your 
goal, what is not 
working in your 
current system?  

Example: STOP creating flyers that don’t reach their intended audience. 

 
START 
 
What should be in 
place to achieve your 
goal? 

Example: START partnering with a club or organization that would be a good 
option for GEAR UP students to become involved in. 

 
CONTINUE… 
ENHANCE… 
MODIFY… 
 
What is working well 
to meet your goal 
and should be 
continued, 
enhanced, or 
modified? 

Example: CONTINUE scheduling one-on-one check ins with students to review 
academic progress and goals. 
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Exercise C 

Digging Deep 
From the list of activities and services on the previous page, select one that you would like to address using the table below. As a table, respond to the 
prompts thoroughly with consideration to your local context. 
 

Activity/Service #1:  
 

CHALLENGES 
What type of obstacles might you 
face in implementing the activity? 

 

OPPORTUNITIES 
What might help you in 
successfully implementing the 
activity? 

 

RESOURCES & 
STAKEHOLDERS/PARTNERS 
What and who is available to help 
you successfully implement this 
initiative? 

 

MILESTONES AND 
DEADLINES 
What junctures are critical for this 
activity to be successful? 

 

MEASURES OF SUCCESS 
How will you know if this made a 
difference for students?  
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Exercise C 

Digging Deep 
From the list of activities and services on the previous page, select another that you would like to address using the table below. As a table, respond to 
the prompts thoroughly with consideration to your local context. 
 

Activity/Service #2:  
 

CHALLENGES 
What type of obstacles might you 
face in implementing the activity? 

 

OPPORTUNITIES 
What might help you in 
successfully implementing the 
activity? 

 

RESOURCES & 
STAKEHOLDERS/PARTNERS 
What and who is available to help 
you successfully implement this 
initiative? 

 

MILESTONES AND 
DEADLINES 
What junctures are critical for this 
activity to be successful? 

 

MEASURES OF SUCCESS 
How will you know if this made a 
difference for students?  
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Issue Roundtable 
Please select a topic from the list below and use that topic to respond to questions #1 and #2.  

 

Your Topic:  
 

(a) Partnering with IHE’s for program implementation 
(b) Serving students across multiple IHE’s 
(c) Maintaining a GEAR UP identity among students 
(d) Securing GEAR UP match while serving  

students in postsecondary education 

(e) Staffing, organizational structure, and management plan 
(f) Data collection and evaluation 
(g) Family engagement 

1.) What are the big questions you have/you want to answer? 
2.) What are steps you can take at the current stage of your grant 

to address this topic? 

  

 


