
Developmental Practices to Build Students’ Academic Identity 
via Portland Public Schools’ GEAR UP SMART Program1 

1  Adapted from Krauss, M., Pittman, K., & Johnson, C. Ready By Design: The Science & Art of Youth Readiness. The Forum for Youth Investment (2016). 

Tailored to GEAR UP PPS and adapted from the Oregon Youth Program Quality Assessment (YPQA) published by the David P. Weikart Center for Youth Program Quality, a division of the Forum for Youth Investment. Examples referenced on p. 2 represent specific domains and items from the YPQA. 
KEY: Co = collaboration, Be = belonging, ES = emotional support, TL = targeted learning, Rf = reflection, Ec = encouragement, Ld = leadership, AP = adult partners

NURTURING ENVIRONMENTS 

• Community-oriented: Students feel like they belong and can contribute. They believe their involve-
ment in the environment means something. They feel wanted, and they know they bring value. 

• Socially and culturally responsive: Students are expected to respect, serve, examine, and co-con-
struct their own identities, cultures, and beliefs—as well as those of their peers. 

• Strengths-based: Students get to use their strengths, and they continuously build up their resil-
ience. Young people are present in these environments, and they feel empowered to make their 
own decisions.

POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS 

• Assess and encourage continuous growth: Students are connected to people who administer 
meaningful and measurable assessments that show them what their proficiencies are, providing 
precise and actionable feedback on how to keep growing and developing. 

• Coach and care: Students are connected to people who provide critical support and motivation—
before, during, and after times of struggle. These individuals care about students, respond to their 
needs, and offer them a sense of security.

• Empower and equip: Students are connected to people who nurture and promote their autono-
my and sense of self. These individuals provide experiences that empower students to be responsi-
ble, feel challenged, and have a sense of ownership. 

ENRICHED EXPERIENCES 

• Connect to real life: Students have opportunities to see the real-world applications of  
their experiences. 

• Promote group work: Students get to engage with peers, assume leadership roles, and partic-
ipate in meaningful group activities. They also feel like they have a voice, as well as experiential 
learning opportunities in which they can contribute. 

• Encourage reflection and improvement: When students routinely apply a skill set or mindset in 
the real world, they start a process of reflection and continuous improvement.
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NURTURING ENVIRONMENTS 

Community-oriented 
Co.1 Staff members provide opportunities for all youth to work collaboratively as a team or in a group. 

Be.1 Staff members provide structured opportunities with the purpose of helping youth get to know one another (e.g., team-building activities, introductions, personal updates, welcomes of new 
group members, and icebreakers).

Socially and culturally responsive 
Be.2 Youth do not exhibit any exclusion and/or staff members successfully intervene if exclusive behavior occurs (e.g., a staff member successfully suggests including a lone youth in a game). 

Be.4 Activities provide intentional opportunities for all youth to share family culture (e.g., discussions that are inclusive of all cultures, family history presentations, and get-to-know-you activities). 

Strengths-based 
ES1. The emotional climate of the session is predominantly positive (e.g., mutually respectful; relaxed; supportive; and characterized by teamwork, camaraderie, inclusiveness, and an absence of 

negative behaviors), and youth or staff members mediate (i.e., counter, curtail, or defuse) any playful negative behaviors (i.e., those not considered offensive by the involved parties). 

ENRICHED EXPERIENCES

Connect to real life 
TL. 4 Staff members suggest a specific way for youth to practice an academic skill or learning strategy outside of the session (e.g., “Before your next test, practice the breathing and mindfulness 

techniques we learned today. Also, try them out in other anxiety-producing situations, such as before a presentation or when asking for help.”). 

TL. 2 Two or more times, staff members help youth make connections between school day learning and the current work or activities (e.g., “How could you apply what we’ve been talking about 
today in your biology class?”). 

Promote group work 
Ld.1 Staff members provide all youth multiple or extended opportunities to practice group-process skills (e.g., contributing ideas or actions to the group, doing a task with others, and taking 

responsibility for a part). 

Co. 3 Staff members provide opportunities for all youth to work toward shared goals (e.g., each youth contributes a section to a story or event). 

Encourage reflection and improvement
Rf. 2 Staff members use two or more strategies (e.g., writing, role-playing, using technology, drawing, or using reflection games) to engage all youth in an intentional process of reflection by shar-

ing what they have done and reflecting on their experience.

POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS

Assess and encourage continuous growth 
Ec. 1 Staff members support at least some contributions or accomplishments of youth by acknowledging what they’ve said or done with specific, non-evaluative language (e.g., “Yes, practicing 

public speaking will help you prepare for college and lead projects. I can tell you’ve put a lot of thought into thinking about opportunities you may be interested in and how you can begin to 
prepare yourself.”).

Coach and care 
Ec. 3 Staff members are almost always actively involved with youth (e.g., they provide directions, answer questions, work as partners or team members, and check in with individuals or groups).

Ec. 2 Staff members frequently ask open-ended questions (e.g., throughout an activity, they ask open-ended questions related to the content, and most youth have an opportunity to answer 
questions that seek opinions or thoughtful answers).

Empower and equip 
Ld. 3 Staff members provide all youth with at least one opportunity to lead a group (e.g., teach other youth or lead a discussion, song, project, event, outing, or other activity). 

AP.1 Staff members share control of most activities with youth, providing guidance and facilitation while retaining overall responsibility (e.g., staff members use youth leaders, semiautonomous 
small groups, or individually guided activities).


