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INTRODUCTION  

Montana GEAR UP Best Practices Guide 

The purpose of this guide is to describe college- and career-ready best practices found in schools 

comprising the Montana GEAR UP network. An advantage of school improvement networks is 

that practices that work well in one school can be shared with others so that individual school 

programs become part of a larger learning community or learning organization. Schools should 

not just learn from each other, but should also design services that correspond to research and 

expert knowledge related to the problem area.   

Pacific Research Associates has developed this practice guide based on evaluation site visits to 

each Montana GEAR UP school, an annual educator survey on college and career readiness best 

practices, and follow-up interviews with GEAR UP and school personnel. The primary 

audience is Montana GEAR UP liaisons or other school personnel who implement GEAR UP 

services.  

The report describes school practices that, based on observation and interviews conducted 

between fall 2012 and spring 2014, seemed to be firmly in place, implemented in a quality 

manner, and perceived to be effective in the eyes of Montana GEAR UP staff members, teachers, 

and even students or parents in the school. A second criterion for inclusion is that practices are 

consistent with or supportive of what is known about the problem area from research or expert 

knowledge. The practices presented in this guide are not necessarily research-proven, but an 

attempt was made to connect these existing school practices with the current knowledge base 

on accelerating mathematics instruction for low-performing students, STEM education, dropout 

prevention, and other Montana GEAR UP objectives covered in this guide.  

Why this guide? Montana GEAR UP is a statewide network of 36 schools in 18 school districts 
that primarily serve high-poverty, American Indian students living on or near reservations. These 
schools share a common mission of preparing all students for college and careers that is 
operationalized in a set of goals, objectives, and recommended or required services. Schools do 
not implement GEAR UP services in exactly the same way given variations in staff experience and 
expertise, available resources, school size and population, student needs, and other factors. This 
guide is an opportunity for promoting organizational learning and is designed to help 
disseminate best practices across all Montana GEAR UP schools so that schools can consider how 
to continuously improve their own services.  
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Ten practice examples from schools are included that cover 

six Montana GEAR UP objectives. Four of these objectives 

are considered core strategy areas based on how Montana 

GEAR UP schools target their funds (see text box).  

This practice guide is written for busy school practitioners 

seeking concise information and practical examples of how 

colleagues in other schools are trying to meet important 

GEAR UP objectives. The examples presented here should 

not be taken as prescriptive formulas guaranteed to succeed 

in any school, but as good practice ideas that can be 

replicated or adapted to local school conditions.  

Each chapter covers one objective and presents one or two 

service examples from current Montana GEAR UP schools. 

The rationale for the objective and a related best practice 

from the research or expert literature are also presented. 

Each chapter ends with practical implementation tips and 

several internet-based resources for further exploration. In 

order to promote cross-school discussion and sharing, the 

appendix includes current contact information for key staff 

members at each example school so that readers can learn 

more about the practice and confer with colleagues. 

It is hoped that this guide will encourage dialogue, 

collaboration, and experimentation across the Montana 

GEAR UP schools in designing and refining their service 

delivery. This is especially important for Montana GEAR 

UP liaisons new to the program and their role as designers 

and coordinators of college- and career-ready student 

services. This document can also be used at Montana GEAR 

UP planning meetings and conferences to share and discuss 

current practices thereby helping all schools design better 

approaches to service delivery.  

Montana GEAR UP 
Objectives and 

Schools Included  

Objective 1.2 – Pre-algebra 
and Algebra I enrollment*  

St. Ignatius Middle School 
Libby Middle School 

Objective 1.4 – STEM 
Education*  

Eureka Middle School 
Box Elder Middle School 

Objective 2.1 – Dropout 
Prevention*  

Hardin Middle School 
Hardin High School 

Objective 2.4 – Transition 
into High School and College  

Arlee Middle School 
Rocky Boy High School 

Objective 2.5 – College 
Application Week  

Hardin High School 

Objective 3.1 – College and 
Career Awareness*  

Browning Middle School 
 

*denotes a Montana GEAR UP 
core objective or strategy area 
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Objective 1.2  

Pre-Algebra and Algebra I 

 

Increasing the percentage of students who pass Algebra I by 

the end of ninth grade in Montana GEAR UP schools is 

occurring at the same time as adoption of Montana’s 

version of Common Core Standards (MCCS). The new 

national standards challenge teachers to teach math in new 

ways by placing equal emphasis on the understanding of 

mathematical concepts, procedural skills, mathematical 

fluency, and math applications to real-world problems. A 

particular challenge in GEAR UP schools is helping 

students who are struggling with basic mathematical 

concepts and operations as they enter seventh grade—they 

need to catch up to their peers so that they are fully ready 

for Algebra I, ideally by the start of ninth grade or sooner.   

 

Practices from two Montana GEAR UP middle schools—St. 

Ignatius and Libby—are featured in this chapter. They 

demonstrate the Response to Intervention (RTI) framework 

at work. RTI is a research-based practice designed to help 

students catch up to their peers (see Best Practice text box). 

Montana GEAR UP funds play a role in tiered interventions 

by supporting tutoring and more individualized instruction 

in mathematics.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Best Practice 

Response to Intervention 
(RTI) provides more 
individualized instruction to 
students who struggle in 
math or other core subjects. 
It begins with an all-student 
assessment (e.g., at the 
beginning of seventh grade) 
to identify struggling 
students before they fall 
behind in the core math 
program, which is called 
“tier 1.” Students who are 
not ready for tier 1 are 
placed in tier 2 or tier 3 
depending on the extent of 
their difficulties, and 
simultaneously participate 
in the regular tier 1 math 
program. They are given 
interventions like 
supplemental instruction, 
small group or individual 
tutoring, behavioral 
interventions, and in tier 3 
special education services. 
Students are regularly re-
assessed to see how they 
are responding to their 
intervention. A team of 
“interventionists” (regular 
math teachers, math coach, 
specialist teachers, and 
counselors) examines data, 
designs interventions, and 
decides when students are 
ready to move from one tier 
to another. RTI can help 
struggling students catch up 
to their peers and be ready 
for high school algebra. 

Why this objective? When students pass Algebra I by the 

end of ninth grade they have the opportunity to take up to 
three higher-level math credits in high school and are more 
prepared for a rigorous college curriculum. And if students are 
capable of completing Algebra I before entering high school, 
they can take up to four additional math credits in preparation 
for a STEM college program and career. 
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Monitoring student progress and 

adjusting their instruction. Universal 

screening and ongoing progress 

assessment are important features of 

RTI, including a broad measure of math 

ability (e.g., MAP) and curriculum-

embedded assessments. Students need 

to be assessed regularly to see how 

they are responding to their 

intervention.  

At St. Ignatius, MAP is used to assess 

math skills in fall and spring for all 

students, plus at the mid-year point for 

students struggling with math. The RTI 

team meets formally once per quarter 

to review MAP results and math grades. 

Based on test results and grades, 

decisions are made about whether or 

not to move students from where they 

are to a more appropriate tier during 

the school year. Hopefully, tier 2 

students can “graduate” and rejoin tier 

1 in the new semester if significant 

progress is made based on math scores 

and grades. 

Response to Intervention at St. Ignatius Middle School 

St. Ignatius Middle School began implementing an RTI instructional framework in the 2011–12 

school year to help all middle school students become proficient in core subjects. For 

mathematics, St. Ignatius conducts universal testing of students using the Measures of 

Academic Progress or MAP test. In addition to the test scores, teacher knowledge of individual 

students helps place those who are not meeting growth targets in an appropriate tiered 

intervention. Ongoing assessment is a key component of the school’s RTI approach (see text 

box). 

The core math class at St. Ignatius—defined as tier 1 in 

RTI language—consists of an MCCS-based grade-

appropriate curriculum (Prentice-Hall) for all seventh 

and eighth grade students. While tier 3 students might 

receive a more formal individual education plan (IEP), 

tier 2 students are of special concern because they can 

easily be left behind without appropriate interventions 

so that by high school they are unprepared for algebra. 

The St. Ignatius intervention team, comprised of all six 

teachers for grades 6 through 8 and the special 

education teacher, develops an individual learning plan 

(ILP) for each tier 2 student. For mathematics, the main 

intervention is a Success Maker laboratory held every 

afternoon for middle school students who need help to 

keep up with the regular core math class. Success 

Maker is a computer-aided instructional program that 

allows individual students to progress through lessons 

as they practice, learn, and are assessed on appropriate 

math skills. The lab is supervised by the sixth grade 

math teacher. Internet-based learning resources are also 

available, such as Kahn Academy and Accelerated 

Math. 

GEAR-UP supports this effort through after-school 

tutoring in mathematics and other subjects, which at St. 

Ignatius is called Study Table. GEAR UP funds provide paraprofessional hours when the 

tutoring demand becomes high. While the tutoring is voluntary, students who consistently miss 

assignments are strongly encouraged to attend. A middle school math teacher is also available 

for two hours after school to provide additional one-to-one assistance to students who are 

struggling to keep up with math. A second important component is the GEAR UP-supported 

summer program that provides three-week summer sessions allowing students to make up 

deficient work in math and other core subjects so that they can be promoted to the next grade. 
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Booster Math at Libby Middle School 

Libby Middle School also uses an RTI framework. A class called Booster Math was part of the 

tier 2 intervention for academically at-risk students during the 2012–13 school year. In fall 2012, 

diagnostic assessments using the AIMS Web Math Probe benchmark test were administered to 

all 195 middle school students to diagnose proficiency levels; 187 students were retested in the 

winter and 182 students were retested in the spring. These results plus grades and teacher 

judgments formed the basis for decisions about tiered interventions. “Boosters” was a full-

period class used for tier 2 students who were not ready for pre-algebra. This supplemental 

class, taken along with the regular seventh or eighth grade math class, was designed to pre-

teach and reteach the skills students needed to be ready 

for algebraic concepts.  

In 2012–13, a total of 30 seventh and eighth graders 

were enrolled in a Booster Math class. A seventh grade 

class consisting of 11 students was observed in spring 

2013. Because the class was run by the regular math 

teacher, she was able to identify specific skill-intensive 

instruction that individual students needed. The 

instruction was primarily computer-assisted using 

Success Maker (supported with GEAR UP funds) and 

Reflex Math from the internet. 

Libby faced budget cuts in 2013–14 that, along with 

scheduling issues, meant that Boosters as a 

supplemental class had to be dropped. To help the 

struggling tier 2 students, the ninth grade pre-algebra 

classes were reduced in size to provide more assistance 

to those individual students who were still having 

difficulty with algebraic concepts. Additionally, GEAR 

UP provided resources for after-school math tutoring. 

But without the full-period Booster Math as in 2012–13, 

tier 2 students were just not progressing like before. 

The teachers and principal were convinced that a full-

period supplemental class was needed again. Booster 

Math will return as the “double-dose” math class for 

tier 2 students beginning in the winter 2015 semester. 

The new class will consist of both computer-aided 

instruction and more engaging teacher-led exercises, 

reflecting a lesson learned by the teachers during the 

first round (see text box).  

Engaging students who have little 

interest in math. In 2012–13, Success 

Maker was to be part of “Boosters” but 

the school’s older computers with 

limited bandwidth and a dated 

operating system resulted in frequent 

interruptions and crashes. This 

produced even more frustration among 

students who were already struggling 

with math. A secondary computer-aided 

instructional tool obtained from the 

internet—Reflex Math—worked better; 

students seemed to like the program’s 

reward system, which consisted of 

token money with which they could buy 

things in a simulated store. But the 

biggest lesson learned by the middle 

school math teachers is that students 

can “burn out” on computer instruction 

every day. As Booster Math is 

reintroduced, the class will be revised to 

include only three days of the computer 

lab. Two days will have teacher-led 

lessons designed to engage students in 

liking math through interesting 

problems and games that teach basic 

number sense. The goal is to increase 

students’ comfort level with math. 

These students need motivation and not 

just repetitive skill building through 

computer drill and practice.  
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Practice Tips 

 While selecting appropriate academic and behavioral interventions is important in RTI, equally 

important is implementation of a high quality core math program (tier 1) that should include effective 

practices like providing students with models of proficient problem solving, helping students verbalize 

their mathematical thought processes, and guided practice and corrective feedback. 

 Students who are struggling with pre-algebra simply need more time practicing and being immersed in 

math, and experience with numeracy and math word problems. Without an actual double-dose class in 

middle grades, it may be difficult to find this time for the more severe tier 2 students and tier 3 

students. Less intensive strategies like voluntary after-school tutoring may not be enough. 

 In order to reduce the stigma of being labeled, all students need to be told up front at the time of initial 

assessment that placement in an intervention is neither permanent nor an indication of ability. Rather, 

students need to understand that academic interventions are vehicles to help students catch up to their 

peers—with time and effort, students can work themselves back into the mainstream and better 

prepare themselves for college success.  

 Many tier 2 and tier 3 students need motivational strategies to engage them in mathematics. It is easy 

to forget how difficult basic arithmetic and computational skills can be for students who have struggled 

with math since the early grades. They have likely experienced failure and frustration many times as 

they enter a new intervention in middle school. Students need to be rewarded for their effort, 

engagement, and persistence as well as their achievement.  

 Computer-aided instruction (CAI) is a useful tool to supplement regular instruction for struggling math 

students because it can identify students’ weak areas and teach the necessary math skills, plus 

individual students can work at their own level and pace. However, CAI can also become tedious and 

boring for students if done every day; it can turn students off, especially if they have struggled with 

math before. Using computers judiciously along with teacher-led exercises that help students develop a 

liking for math while learning essential skills seems to be the best approach.   

Resources on the Internet  

Institute of Education Sciences (2009). Assisting Students Struggling with Mathematics: Response to Intervention 
(RtI) for Elementary and Middle School Students. U.S. Department of Education. 
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/practice_guides/rti_math_pg_042109.pdf 

National High School Center (2010). Tiered Intervention in High Schools. Washington, DC: American Institutes for 
Research. http://www.betterhighschools.org/pubs/documents/HSTII_LessonsLearned.pdf 

Montana Office of Public Instruction. Montana Common Core Standards for Mathematics Professional Learning 
Guide.  http://opi.mt.gov/PDF/CCSSO/MCCS-MATH/13_10-11MCCSM-PL-Guide.pdf 

Institute of Education Sciences (2012). Improving Mathematical Problem Solving in Grades 4 through 8. U.S. 
Department of Education. http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/practice_guides/mps_pg_052212.pdf 

  

 

 

 

 

HOW TO DO IT 

GEAR UP Objective 1.2 Pre-Algebra and Algebra I 

http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/practice_guides/rti_math_pg_042109.pdf
http://www.betterhighschools.org/pubs/documents/HSTII_LessonsLearned.pdf
http://opi.mt.gov/PDF/CCSSO/MCCS-MATH/13_10-11MCCSM-PL-Guide.pdf
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/practice_guides/mps_pg_052212.pdf
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Objective 1.4  

STEM Education 

 

STEM programs can take many forms. Large school districts 

often design stand-alone science or pre-engineering magnet 

schools, or high school STEM academies within large 

comprehensive high schools. However, implementing 

STEM education is especially challenging in the small, rural 

Montana schools that GEAR UP serves. Small schools have 

a limited pool of science and math teachers with credentials 

to teach Advanced Placement (AP) or International 

Baccalaureate (IB) courses, less access to large research 

universities and college credit courses, and limited 

technological capacity to build the kind of STEM programs 

found in large urban or suburban districts.  

  

Yet despite these challenges, two Montana GEAR UP 

schools are noteworthy for STEM programs they have 

developed from the ground up. The Eureka Middle School 

Robotics Class and the Box Elder Science Research program 

encompass best practices recommended by the National 

Research Council for STEM education (see Best Practice text 

box).  

 

 

 

 

Best Practice 

The National Research 
Council recommends that 
effective STEM instruction 
should capitalize on student 
interests in the physical and 
natural worlds, and engage 
them in the methods 
scientists and engineers use 
to solve contemporary 
problems and advance our 
understanding of the world. 
Students need to conduct 
experiments and hands-on 
projects even as early as 
grades K-5, but certainly by 
middle school. School 
conditions need to support 
effective STEM instruction 
including strong math and 
science courses. Equally 
important is time for 
teachers to develop STEM 
multi-disciplinary projects 
that include writing, 
presentation skills, and the 
use of technology tools. 
Finally, teacher education 
and professional 
development are important 
so that math and science 
teachers have deep content 
knowledge and a strong 
interest in STEM topics. 
Teachers with deep 
knowledge and interest in 
STEM are more likely to 
offer of AP and IB courses, 
such as calculus and physics. 
By passing AP exams, 
students have the 
opportunity to obtain 
college credit and be ready 
for a STEM college program.  

Why this objective? Career opportunities in science, 

technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields are 
growing even in the face of a global recession. Tapping the 
talent of all students—and especially girls, American Indians, 
and other underrepresented minorities— for STEM careers is a 
Montana GEAR UP priority. Beyond taking two or more math 
courses after basic algebra in high school, students need a 
strong foundational science curriculum that develops problem 
solving and critical thinking skills, and exposure to the joy of 
discovery and intellectual challenges that a STEM career can 
bring. 
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Capitalizing on early student 

interest in science and technology. 

Good STEM programs build on 

elementary and middle school students’ 

interests in new technology and 

innovations. Robotics is a perfect 

example of a field that is interesting to 

young students and provides a hands-

on learning experience in an exciting 

and developing field. The robots 

student teams build are not toys but 

must address real-world challenges 

(e.g., assisting elderly individuals with 

daily tasks) and meet specific design 

criteria (e.g., lifting and moving an 

object of a certain weight). In the 

opinion of the Eureka robotics teacher, 

robotics is an important addition for 

students who may experience standard 

middle school math as a boring or 

nerdy subject. Robotics taken through 

early high school can convince capable 

but perhaps unmotivated students to 

take more rigorous high school courses 

like calculus and physics as they 

prepare to enter a STEM college 

program. 

 

 

 

 

Robotics Class at Eureka Middle School 

Robotics began in fall 2012 as a one-semester class for 20 seventh and eighth graders in Eureka 

Middle School. The course was developed by an enthusiastic and motivated teacher who, with 

support of the principal, spent summer hours conducting internet research on school robotics 

programs in order to develop the curriculum. The course was instantly popular in its first year 

with more students applying than could be accommodated, even though it is an elective taken 

in addition to the required science classes.  

There are no prerequisites for robotics; it is open to all interested students. There are a few in 

the class who might struggle academically or behaviorally in a regular math class, but robotics 

embeds mathematical reasoning and operations into engaging project-based learning. The 

teacher reported that the at-risk students are equally part of the student teams and participate 

fully. Students with different talents and abilities work collaboratively on student teams to 

design and build robots. This kind of teamwork is not unlike the real world of STEM careers.  

After a successful first year in 2012–13, the program 

was expanded so that high school students could 

continue with a more advanced robotics class. Both the 

middle and high school classes connect with national 

internet organizations that support school robotics 

programs: the First Lego League (FLL) for middle school 

and the First Tech Challenge (FTC) for high school. 

Through these connections, Eureka students go beyond 

the walls of the classroom into virtual “hangouts” with 

other robotics teams in other schools to discuss ideas 

and share projects. The sites also facilitate networking 

and provide resources for robotics teachers across the 

nation. While the first-year class at Eureka Middle 

School was comprised entirely of boys, there is a much 

more equal distribution of boys and girls as the 

program enters its third year. The course is co-taught 

by a male and female teaching team. 

Robotics capitalizes on student interest in technology 

to teach computer aided design and programming 

skills along with math, physics, and engineering 

concepts. Students who pursue this class from grades 7 

through 9 are more ready and motivated to take 

advanced math and science classes as they go through 

high school (see text box). GEAR UP funds are used to 

help purchase equipment and support student travel to 

regional and state robotics competitions.  
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Science Research Program at Box Elder Middle/High School 

The Science Research program at Box Elder was developed and taught by an enthusiastic 

science teacher who modeled the program after her own rural high school experience with 

hands-on science projects and state science fairs. Like the robotics classes at Eureka, Science 

Research was built on the initiative of an individual teacher with an interest in science and a 

dedication to creating a unique learning experience for students. Science Research is an elective 

generally taken in grades 9 through 12 that helps students apply what they learn in their regular 

science and math core courses. GEAR UP supports this program with equipment such as 

microscopes and travel to regional and state science fairs.    

During a visit to the Science Research class in fall 2012, eight students spanning grades 8 

through 12 were working individually on projects related to real world problems such as water 

quality in their community. As students take Science Research, teachers and the Montana GEAR 

UP liaison guide them into a college preparatory curriculum. The student project is 

supplemented with instruction by the Science Research 

teacher on physiology and anatomy since many students 

are interested in health field careers.  

Most students are Science Researchers for all four years 

of high school; they spend one full class period each day 

with a group of peers having similar interests and a very 

supportive teacher. Sometimes students become 

frustrated and want to quit, but strong encouragement 

from the teacher and GEAR UP liaison usually keeps 

them on track. This class teaches students to persist 

through challenging academic work. Projects can 

support applications to scholarships. Nearly all of the 

Science Researchers have obtained substantial 

scholarships to start college (see text box).  

While a good example, Science Research illustrates the 

difficulty of starting and maintaining high quality STEM 

programs in small, rural schools. The lead teacher who 

designed the course recently transferred to another 

district. Without this strong leadership, the program was 

discontinued in 2014–15. There is hope that the 

experienced math teacher who co-taught the course can 

bring it back to life, but with only one math and one 

science teacher for 90 high school students it is difficult 

to arrange the schedule to accommodate Science 

Research.  

Creating a STEM pathway to 

college. Harold is a former Box Elder 

Science Researcher now in his third 

year of a nursing program at The 

University of Montana. He won 

awards at science fairs for his high 

school Science Research project and 

developed confidence and public 

speaking skills. He returns to the 

community during breaks and acts as 

a college advocate and role model for 

the American Indian high school 

students. Another graduate of Science 

Research named Jonni is enrolled in a 

pre-medical program at MSU- 

Bozeman. Science Research provides 

capable students like Harold and Jonni 

the opportunity to develop their 

talents and push beyond what they 

thought was possible. The science 

project includes a community service 

component thereby helping students 

apply for scholarships. All of these 

activities together create a clear 

pathway to college for students who 

are often first-generation college 

students.    
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Practice Tips  

 There are valuable internet resources for starting and supporting robotics classes or clubs. As noted 

earlier, the First Lego League (http://www.firstlegoleague.org/) is a major resource for middle schools 

while the First Tech Challenge (http://www.usfirst.org/roboticsprograms/ftc) is the resource for older 

students and high school programs. Because of these resource and networking organizations, a 

motivated teacher who wants to start a robotics program does not need initial experience with 

computer programming, design engineering, or robotics. The help and resources are free. 

 Gender stereotypes can prevent girls from participating in STEM educational programs. Two strategies 

to overcome low participation rates by girls are having female teachers teach or co-teach STEM classes, 

and exposing girls to female role models who have succeeded in math and science. A valuable Montana 

program that Montana GEAR UP schools use is Expanding Your Horizons—an annual MSU-Bozeman 

workshop where women working in STEM careers provide information and inspiration to middle school 

girls.  

 Because American Indian students are severely underrepresented in college STEM programs and may 

therefore not see STEM programs as an option, it is important for the GEAR UP team and teachers to 

identify Indian students with early interests in math and science and reach out to them. Guiding these 

students in taking appropriate courses, connecting them with STEM professionals and role models 

(especially Indians in nearby communities), and providing encouragement and academic assistance for 

difficult courses are proactive steps that school personnel should take to help underserved Indian 

students gain access to a STEM field.  

 In addition to anchor courses like robotics and science research that provide hands-on, inquiry-based 

learning, core classes and electives in science and math as well as English/language arts, history, and 

social studies should explicitly help students organize knowledge of science, technology, engineering 

and math across disciplines. Students also need to develop writing and presentation skills using modern 

technological tools, such as e-tablets, so that they are prepared for science fairs, scholarships, and 

college STEM courses. 

Resources on the Internet  

National Research Council (2011). Successful K-12 STEM Education: Identifying Effective Approaches in Science, 
Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics. Washington DC: The National Academies Press. 
http://www.nap.edu/catalog/13158/successful-k-12-stem-education-identifying-effective-approaches-in-
science  

North Carolina Department of Public Instruction STEM Education Schools and Programs (2013). STEM Attribute 
Implementation Rubric. http://www.ncpublicschools.org/docs/stem/schools/rubrics/elementary-school.pdf 

Institute of Education Sciences (2007). Encouraging Girls in Math and Science. Washington, DC: U.S. Department 
of Education. http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide.aspx?sid=5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

HOW TO DO IT 
GEAR UP Objective 1.4 STEM Education 

http://www.firstlegoleague.org/
http://www.usfirst.org/roboticsprograms/ftc
http://www.nap.edu/catalog/13158/successful-k-12-stem-education-identifying-effective-approaches-in-science
http://www.nap.edu/catalog/13158/successful-k-12-stem-education-identifying-effective-approaches-in-science
http://www.ncpublicschools.org/docs/stem/schools/rubrics/elementary-school.pdf
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide.aspx?sid=5
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Objective 2.2  

Dropout Prevention 

 

Of all Montana students who began ninth grade in 2010, 86 

percent graduated on time (in four years) as the class of 

2014. However, among the American Indian students in the 

same 2010 cohort of high school freshmen, only 65 percent 

graduated on time.1 As in other parts of the country, the 

graduation gap for Native American and Alaska Native 

students continues to challenge Montana GEAR UP.   

 

Students in Montana tend to drop out as juniors or seniors 

in high school, but the process of disengagement begins 

earlier, requiring schools to closely monitor students’ 

missed assignments and failed courses throughout middle 

and high school (see Best Practice text box). Hardin middle 

and high schools developed a system to monitor student 

progress weekly, linking it with a strong tutoring 

intervention, if needed. Hardin High School recently 

reported a decrease in its dropout rate for the large 

American Indian population at the school, perhaps as a 

result of the monitoring system.2  

                                                           
 

1
 Source: Graduation and Dropout Report 2014, Montana Office of Public Instruction.  

http://opi.mt.gov/PDF/Superintendent/2014_Graduation_and_Dropout_Report.pdf 
2
 Source: Graduation Matters Montana newsletter dated January 30, 2015. 

http://www.metnet.mt.gov/Official_mail/I03616FDC 

Best Practice 

Research has identified two 
strong predictors of high 
school dropout: failed 
courses and chronic 
absenteeism. Students not 
on track to graduate often 
show these characteristics 
in ninth grade, and even as 
early as sixth grade. The 
national dropout data 
indicate that absenteeism at 
a rate of 10 percent of 
instructional days for middle 
school students and 20 
percent for ninth graders 
should raise a flag, 
especially when occurring at 
the beginning of the 
semester. And failing even 
one core class in ninth 
grade, or a math or 
English/Language Arts class 
in middle school, are 
additional risk factors for 
high school dropout. An 
early warning system that 
tracks these variables, 
coupled with effective 
dropout prevention 
strategies, such as tutoring, 
allows educators and 
parents to take action 
before students feel that 
success in high school is out 
of their reach.  
 

Why this objective? Graduation from high school is the 

required first step toward postsecondary education and a 
family wage career. While graduation rates have improved in 
Montana since 2009, a gap continues to exist between 
American Indian students, who experience the lowest rates of 
high school completion, and other ethnic groups. Montana 
GEAR UP schools, which primarily serve American Indian 
students living on or near tribal reservations, are attempting 
to address this imbalance by providing services that will help 
all students keep up academically and graduate on time. 
Nearly all Montana GEAR UP schools use some form of 
supplemental tutoring to achieve this objective.   

http://opi.mt.gov/PDF/Superintendent/2014_Graduation_and_Dropout_Report.pdf
http://www.metnet.mt.gov/Official_mail/I03616FDC
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Ensuring student participation.  

Whether to mandate or just strongly 

encourage failing students to 

participate in supplemental tutoring is 

an issue dealt with frequently in 

Montana GEAR UP schools. The tutoring 

centers at Hardin middle and high 

school include a mix of students: those 

who come voluntarily to improve their 

grades, and those who are “mandated” 

to attend in order to correct their 

failure in core classes. Hardin Middle 

School has learned that an absolute 

mandate can backfire. Recalcitrant 

students can disrupt the tutoring 

sessions and become negative role 

models for others. Tutoring centers are 

more productive when a positive 

learning environment is created rather 

than a detention atmosphere. But 

strategies are used to make sure 

students who are required to attend do 

so, including denying extracurricular 

after-school activities such as sports 

and student clubs during the week of 

required attendance. Engaging parents 

in the process is another strategy. 

Finally, there is a Friday after-school 

session (an early release day) required 

for students who fail to attend the 

Monday through Thursday regular 

sessions. 

Monitoring and Tutoring Students at Hardin Middle and High Schools 

Hardin Middle School has an after-school tutoring program supported by Montana GEAR UP 

to help struggling students keep up with weekly assignments so that they are more likely to 

pass their required math and English/Language Arts classes. An important feature of the 

program is the monitoring of student assignments every week and then intervening with 

student tutoring when a student is falling behind or failing. This weekly tracking helps all 

students understand early in the semester that failure can be avoided if they put forth the effort 

and seek help from their teachers.    

The monitoring of weekly assignments and grades 

takes place every Monday in the middle school 

advisory class. Monday is called “communication day” 

because it is the day when all students receive a weekly 

report on assignment completion and grades from the 

prior week. Students who are on track receive praise 

while those who are heading for a failing grade are 

encouraged to attend after-school tutoring. For students 

failing two or more core classes, parents are notified 

and student attendance at tutoring is made 

“mandatory.” In reality, mandatory is difficult to 

enforce, but there are other strategies schools can use to 

improve attendance at required tutoring (see text box).  

Tutoring is held every Monday through Thursday from 

3:30 pm until 5:15 pm. Under the supervision of two 

certified teachers, students check in, grab a snack, and 

work on their missed or failed assignments in the 

ASSET tutoring center. (ASSET stands for “After School 

Supplemental Educational Tutoring.”) The two teachers 

rotate such that two different core subject teaches are 

present each day in order to cover all core courses 

during the week. Seventh and eighth grade teachers are 

also available in their classrooms after school so that 

students can receive grade-specific or subject-specific 

help. Student progress is reviewed again on the 

following Monday and the cycle continues, meaning 

that students are tracked every week throughout the 

school year. In this way, patterns of failing grades are 

caught early and students are given the opportunity to 

make up work weekly rather than finding themselves 

in a failing situation as midterm or final exams 

approach.
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Creating tutoring options for 

students. While some students work 

well independently with just a little 

guidance, others may require more 

intensive skill-specific tutoring. During a 

fall 2012 school visit to Hardin High 

School’s after-school tutoring program, 

eleven students were observed working 

in the library, some on their own and 

some with tutors in a 1:1 or small group 

arrangement. Six of the students in the 

library were required to attend because 

they were failing at least two classes. 

Those who came voluntarily had the 

option of staying in the library for 

tutoring or going to their regular 

classroom to obtain help from their 

subject-area teacher. In the math-

science wing, four tutoring sessions 

were occurring in regular classrooms 

run by a math or science teacher with 

each attended by three to eight 

students. Teachers stay after school 

until at least 4 pm and usually later. 

One math teacher said he uses after- 

school tutoring to provide struggling 

students with new exercises or 

problems to help them understand 

important mathematical concepts they 

are missing but need to keep up with 

the class.  

 

Hardin High School is relatively large for a Montana GEAR UP school and, therefore, could 

easily leave many students behind academically as they enter ninth grade. A strong after-school 

tutoring program supported with Montana GEAR UP funds picks up where the middle school 

program leaves off to help students stay on a positive academic track and avoid failing core 

classes. The high school has a structured after-school tutoring center in its large library run by 

the Dean of Academic Studies. As in the middle school, 

weekly progress is tracked in the high school advisory 

class. Attendance at the tutoring center is voluntary for 

most students, but is required for students failing two 

or more core classes, just as in middle school. Students 

failing two classes stay in the tutoring program until 

their grades improve.  

Two teachers check students into the after-school 

tutoring program that runs Monday through Thursday 

from 3:30 until 5:00 pm. Student attendance is 

recorded. The lead teacher directs students to work on 

specific assignments that the regular classroom teacher 

feels are in need of improvement. Communication with 

the regular teacher helps focus the tutoring on specific 

concepts, skills, or content that students are struggling 

with. Along with the Dean of Academic Studies, a 

regular content-specific teacher is present; teachers 

rotate in this position so that different core subjects are 

covered during the week. There are also four 

paraprofessionals funded through Title I who provide 

individual or small-group assistance. This staffing 

allows for a variety of teaching strategies. Tutors can 

roam the tables and keep students working 

individually on task, or teachers and tutors can use 

one-to-one or small group instruction to accelerate 

student learning. As in the middle school, regular core-

subject teachers are available after school in their 

regular classrooms to provide additional support (see 

text box).   

The Dean of Academic Studies and Title I teacher 

monitor student attendance, student grades, placement 

in special education, and on-track completion of core courses. Parents are notified when 

students are failing classes in an attempt to garner their support and develop appropriate 

interventions. If students fail a class, Hardin offers a GEAR UP-supported summer credit 

recovery program with classes that run for four hours per day over six weeks allowing students 

to make up one-half to one full credit.  
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Practice Tips 

 Weekly monitoring of grades as part of middle school and high school advisory classes is also 

an opportunity to praise and encourage students who are keeping up with assignments or 

improving academically. And notifying their parents with a positive message via a quick 

personal email or phone call can further reinforce academic persistence for all students.  

 In order to serve as an effective dropout prevention strategy, after-school tutoring needs to be 

more than an open-ended and casual study hall or homework assistance center. While this 

approach can help some students, it may not reach those who are failing core classes and 

disengaging from school. Tutoring, as described in this chapter, that is proactive, highly 

structured, and focused, more directly addresses the academic and behavioral issues that are 

contributing to student course failure and absenteeism.  

 Weekly monitoring and tutoring provides needed academic assistance and is also an 

opportunity for teachers and tutors to develop positive relationships with students outside of 

the regular classroom. Students who are failing classes often need to be convinced that at 

least one adult in the school cares about their success. Making the high school learning 

experience more personal for struggling students is especially helpful to ninth graders making 

the transition into high school. 

 While tutoring helps students who attend school, some schools have significant percentages 

of students who are chronically absent. Reaching these students and their parents or 

caregivers is often challenging, but involving parents or guardians whenever possible allows 

for a better understanding of the causes of absenteeism or failed classes, which in turn leads 

to creating effective interventions at school and home.  

Resources on the Internet  

Neild, R., Balfanz, R. & Herzog, L. (2007), An Early Warning System. Educational Leadership (October, 2007) 
http://new.every1graduates.org/wp-
content/uploads/2012/03/Early_Warning_System_Neild_Balfanz_Herzog.pdf 

National High School Center (2007). Approaches to Dropout Prevention: Heeding Early Warning Signs. 
Washington, DC: American Institutes for Research. 
http://www.betterhighschools.org/pubs/documents/NHSC_ApproachestoDropoutPrevention.pdf 

Institute of Education Sciences (2008). Dropout Prevention: A Practice Guide. U.S. Department of Education.  
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/practice_guides/dp_pg_090308.pdf 

 

 

 

 

 

 

HOW TO DO IT  
GEAR UP Objective 2.2 Dropout Prevention 

http://new.every1graduates.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/Early_Warning_System_Neild_Balfanz_Herzog.pdf
http://new.every1graduates.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/Early_Warning_System_Neild_Balfanz_Herzog.pdf
http://www.betterhighschools.org/pubs/documents/NHSC_ApproachestoDropoutPrevention.pdf
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/practice_guides/dp_pg_090308.pdf
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Objective 2.4  

Transition to HS/College 

 

Moving from middle school to high school is an exciting 

time for adolescents, but it can also be a time of stress and 

worry. Starting high school means new academic 

challenges and a new social setting. National statistics 

indicate that the promotion rate between ninth and tenth 

grade is much lower than between other high school 

grades—some students drop out and others are forced to 

repeat ninth grade.3 And just as the first year of high school 

creates new expectations that some students have difficulty 

meeting, the freshman year of college can be equally 

challenging. First-year college dropout rates vary by 

institution, but educators estimate that as many as one-

third of beginning college students drop out during their 

first year (see Best Practices text box).  

This chapter features two Montana GEAR UP schools that 

are using innovative practices to help students transition 

into high school and college. Arlee Middle School begins 

preparing students in seventh and eighth grade for the 

academic and personal challenges they will experience in 

high school, while Rocky Boy High School helps its 

graduates persist through freshman year of college through 

ongoing communication and support.    

                                                           
 

3
 See National High School Center (2012) cited at the end of this chapter. 

Best Practice 

Research studies show that 
transitioning into high 
school can be marked by 
lowered student 
engagement and 
motivation, especially for 
students who are 
academically behind as they 
enter ninth grade. Catch-up 
strategies like the double-
dosing, credit recovery, and 
academic tutoring described 
in earlier chapters can help 
students academically. 
However, high school also 
means more personal 
responsibility for learning, 
new social situations, and 
possibly behavioral issues 
like bullying and drug or 
alcohol abuse. Middle 
school can help students 
make a successful transition 
by teaching the personal 
and interpersonal skills 
needed to succeed in high 
school and beyond.  
While there is little research 
on the transition to college, 
college educators report 
that incoming freshmen 
tend to underestimate the 
challenges they will face in 
their first year. Parents can 
also be unprepared for their 
son or daughter leaving 
home. Left unaddressed, 
these factors can lead to 
students leaving college. 

Why this objective? The transitions from middle school to 

high school and from high school to college can present 
significant challenges for many students. While middle school 
emphasizes teaching to and nurturing the whole child, high 
school expects students to master more difficult content while 
becoming independent learners. And when students go away 
to college, they leave the support and caring of home and 
community for a distant campus. Many students need 
guidance, support, and skill-building to successfully navigate 
these transitions.  
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Preparing future leaders and 

workers. Entering high school poses 

new academic and social hurdles for 

many students. While ninth-grade is a 

place to address this transition, the 

teacher coordinator for CREW believes 

that students need to start preparing 

earlier for high school, postsecondary 

education, and the workplace. Peer 

pressure is strong during the adolescent 

years and CREW capitalizes on this by 

training student leaders to guide their 

peers. Student leaders help design the 

activities they facilitate in the CREW 

classes and serve as role models of self-

responsibility. The leadership training is 

designed to emphasize the difference 

between a facilitative leader and an 

authoritative leader, which is an 

important lesson for the modern 

workplace. The principles at the heart 

of CREW—becoming adults who are 

courageous respectful, encouraging, 

and willing workers—help leaders and 

students develop the soft skills that 

employers demand. CREW adds new 

dimensions to the more traditional 

transition counseling found in many 

schools.  

CREW: Transitioning into High School at Arlee Middle School 

The CREW program, which stands for Courageous, Respectful, Encouraging, and Willing 

workers, has been in place at Arlee Middle School for about nine years. The English/Language 

Arts teacher, who also serves as the GEAR UP liaison, designed this program to enhance the 

academic and personal skills students will need to 

succeed in high school and beyond. Using ideas from 

the Expeditionary Learning school reform model, she 

developed a student-led approach in which student 

leaders take charge in helping their peers make a 

smooth transition into high school, and at the same 

time prepare for college and careers (see text box).   

 

CREW is a 25-minute class held two days per week that 

all seventh and eighth grade students are required to 

attend. Each class includes 18 to 20 students and is led 

by a CREW student leader. One day is used for team 

building activities led by the CREW leaders, and the 

second day is a reading/writing day. The reading and 

writing activities focus on college and career topics, 

and the principles embedded in the CREW name are 

discussed. Resources like Seven Habits of Highly Effective 

Teenagers are used to help students develop positive 

attitudes and behaviors towards each other. Students 

also learn how to resolve conflicts in appropriate ways, 

and cover teenage topics like bullying and drug abuse. 

Practical skill building is another component as 

students learn study skills, how to organize school 

work and complete assignments on time through the 

use of a day planner, and how to choose high school 

classes. Students also create a work portfolio which is 

the starting point for the portfolios developed in the 

College and Career Unit taught in high school.  

 

CREW is run by two student leaders from eighth grade 

selected for this role. They enroll in an elective 

Leadership class held two days per week in which they learn about leadership and practice 

delivering the team building activities used in CREW classes. As a capstone, an annual 

Community Awards Banquet is held each spring to celebrate the accomplishments of middle 

school students and display student work as eighth grade students prepare to move into high 

school. CREW is believed to be very effective as a transition strategy among teachers and 

parents at Arlee Middle School.  
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Making personal connections. The 

handwritten letters of encouragement 

that are included in the care packages 

are only the beginning of making 

personal connections with beginning 

college students and their advisors. The 

visits to deliver packages at Montana 

colleges occur near the end of the 

semester when student anxiety over 

final exams and grades is at its highest. 

A dinner with students is typically held 

to discuss college life and its challenges 

so that any discouraging factors can 

surface and be addressed. If there is 

anxiety over final exams, the GEAR UP 

liaison might even form a small study 

group with the students to help them 

prepare. She stays overnight and meets 

with the advisor from the campus 

Native American organization on the 

next day to talk about students’ needs 

and how best to support the individual 

student. In this way, the GEAR UP 

representative attempts to back out of 

the picture and ensure that there is a 

campus advocate or advisor who can 

monitor student progress and intervene 

if needed.  

Care Packages for Students Transitioning into College at Rocky Boy HS 

A unique Montana GEAR UP service called Care Package is being developed and implemented 

at Rocky Boy High School. It is designed to encourage and support first-generation American 

Indian students in their transition to college, especially those who leave home.  

Putting together a student care package begins by placing large posters in the school for each 

first-year college student so that parents, grandparents, aunts, and uncles can list their student’s 

favorite foods from home and other favorite things. Families may not have the means to 

provide basic necessities like school supplies or 

personal items for their student, so these items are also 

included. Montana GEAR UP helps supply the school 

items (notebooks, pens, etc.) while teachers volunteer to 

contribute the food, personal items, and maybe a 

meaningful item from the student’s time in high school. 

Parents and relatives add important family or cultural 

objects, such as ceremonial herbs or feathers. Large 

boxes are placed in the gym so that the current high 

school students can add items to the packages of their 

friends or siblings; it is a reminder that they too will 

receive a care package when starting college. 

 

For every adult who contributes items, the GEAR UP 

liaison requests a handwritten personal letter of 

encouragement written on nice stationary. Students 

may receive as many as 12 letters in their package, and 

when the items are added the care packages can 

become quite large. GEAR UP funds provide travel 

expenses for the liaison to personally deliver the 

packages and meet with students attending Montana 

colleges. Packages are sent by mail to out-of-state 

students. Students attending the local Stone Child 

College receive packets of school supplies and visits 

from the liaison (see text box). 

 

The program is in its second year of operation and has 

received very positive feedback from participating 

students and parents. It provides students with a 

needed connection to the community along with 

encouragement and tangible support. Parents appreciate the school maintaining contact with 

their student and helping him or her overcome homesickness. Keeping students connected with 

their home and community has helped college students at Rocky Boy persist through the first 

year of college and thereby serve as role models for other students.  
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Practice Tips 

 In using peer leaders as in CREW, careful selection of the leaders is critical to success. Leaders 

should not be picked randomly or based on high academic achievement alone. CREW strives to 

select student leaders based on their positive mindset and a desire to help and lead others, 

while also looking for diverse student backgrounds and experiences. Because CREW student 

leaders are eighth graders, they can be observed in seventh grade to determine if they have 

the potential to lead. Outgoing eighth grade leaders who have been through the experience 

also make recommendations for the next cadre of student leaders.  

 Making college care packages personal is important—a typed letter is not a good substitute for 

a handwritten letter of encouragement. Some personalized items should also be included 

along with the standard school supplies and personal items all students need. School and 

personal supplies should not be taken for granted, however, and are important to provide in 

communities where unemployment and poverty are high. This small amount of financial 

assistance is very appreciated by parents and family members. 

 Personal delivery of the college care package provides an opportunity for the Montana GEAR 

UP liaison or school counselor to see how the student is adapting to college, and then identify 

problem areas that can be communicated to a student advisor/advocate from the campus 

Native American center or other student advocacy organization. This may be necessary 

because students are often reluctant to ask college advisors for help on their own. The goal is 

to develop two-way communication between students and campus advisors so that support 

continues beyond the college care package and visit. 

Resources on the Internet  

Herlihy, C. (2007). Towards Ensuring a Smooth Transition Into High School. Washington, DC: National High School 
Center/American Institutes for Research. 
http://www.betterhighschools.org/pubs/documents/NHSC_TowardEnsuring_051607.pdf 

National High School Center (2012). The First Year of High School Quick Stats Fact Sheet. Washington, DC: 
American Institutes for Research.  
http://www.betterhighschools.org/pubs/documents/NHSC_FirstYearofHighSchool_032807.pdf 

Mizelle, N. (2007). Helping Middle School Students Make the Transition into High School. ERIC Digest. 
http://www.ericdigests.org/2000-1/high.html 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 HOW TO DO IT  
GEAR UP Objective 2.4 Transitioning Into High School and College 

http://www.betterhighschools.org/pubs/documents/NHSC_TowardEnsuring_051607.pdf
http://www.betterhighschools.org/pubs/documents/NHSC_FirstYearofHighSchool_032807.pdf
http://www.ericdigests.org/2000-1/high.html
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Objective 2.5  
College Application Week  

 

While the vast majority of middle school students say they 

plan on attending college, only two-thirds actually 

complete a college application when the time comes in their 

senior year of high school.4 In recent years, research studies 

of college-going behavior emphasize the importance of 

“social capital,” or knowledge of college enrollment 

procedures plus support from home and community. 

Students who lack social capital may have the aspirations 

and the academic preparation to attend college, but can 

miss important deadlines or feel overwhelmed when 

application time comes. Many students, especially first 

generation college-goers, need practical guidance as they 

start the college application process. (see Best Practices text 

box.)  

The Hardin High School College Application Week described 

in this chapter helps create excitement around applying to 

college early in senior year and sets aside time during and 

after the school day to complete at least one college 

application and hopefully more.  

 

                                                           
 

4
 See Southern Regional Educational Board (2011) cited at the end of this chapter. 

Best Practice 

Studies (conducted mostly in 
large urban school districts) 
have tried to untangle why 
students who have college 
aspirations and are well-
qualified either do not apply 
or “under apply” to college 
when their time comes in 
senior year. For minority-
group students or those 
living in poverty, one reason 
can be a lack of practical 
know-how. Students who 
are the first in their family 
to attend college can be 
largely unaware of the 
timeline and steps required 
in the complicated college 
enrollment process. They 
might also live in a 
community with norms that 
devalue a college education. 
These “social capital” 
factors seem to play a 
significant role in explaining 
college application and 
enrollment behaviors. 
Schools serving large 
numbers of first generation 
college-goers can 
compensate for this lack of 
social capital by creating a 
college-going culture 
through programs like GEAR 
UP. A college-going culture 
is reinforced when concrete 
guidance is provided for the 
college application process.  

Why this objective? College aspirations throughout middle 

and early high school do not always translate into college 
applications in senior year. Complicated admission and 
financial aid processes can be a significant barrier for first 
generation college-goers. They may lack ready access to an 
adult with knowledge of and experience with the admissions 
process. College application events designed to provide 
concrete guidance through that first big step of completing 
and submitting the application can empower students to apply 
to multiple colleges based on their academic qualifications and 
career interests.  
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Providing assistance and 

incentives. An after-school college 

application session was observed in fall 

2012 that focused on applying to The 

University of Montana. Fourteen 

students worked in several small table 

groups completing applications with 

over-the-shoulder assistance from the 

high school counselor and GEAR UP 

liaison. While the atmosphere was 

casual, students were engaged in the 

work and were expected to complete 

the application during this session. 

Organizing the work in small peer 

groups provided social support and 

encouragement to students who may 

be reluctant to apply for college. 

Montana GEAR UP supports this effort 

by providing $50 towards application 

fees for each student, and also provides 

t-shirts from the college institutions. 

These are given to students as a reward 

for completing their application. 

Posters are hung around the school 

and, along with the college t-shirts 

appearing after the early rounds, a buzz 

is created among seniors as the event 

unfolds.  

College Application Week at Hardin High School 

What started out six years ago as a one night after-school college application day at Hardin 

High School has turned into College Application Week. In a high school comprised primarily of 

American Indian students and students living in poverty—many of whom are first-generation 

college-goers—making the college application process accessible and affordable is important. 

The college application “week” has recently been changed to span a period of three weeks in 

fall instead of the older version of six successive days (see Practice Tips on next page). 

A large poster by the counseling office announces College Application Week before the event. 

Seniors are prepared ahead of time and are asked to gather the personal and family information 

they will need to complete college applications. There is an after-school component, which runs 

from 3:45 until 5:00 pm on multiple days, scheduled on days free of sports or other after-school 

extracurricular activities that could interfere. Sessions during school hours have recently been 

added to give every senior the opportunity to 

participate, including those with after-school 

responsibilities or transportation difficulties.  

The event begins with a focus on the Little Bighorn 

College, a two-year tribal college on the Crow Indian 

Reservation. This is an option that many Hardin 

students typically choose because it is close to home 

and offers greatly reduced tuition for American Indian 

students. The application is also relatively short and has 

no submission fees. Starting easy helps students 

overcome reservations or resistance about applying to 

college; once they have completed one application, they 

know they can do it and will feel more confident in 

completing their next application. Helping offset college 

application fees provides further incentives and helps 

motivate students to complete more than one 

application (see text box).  

Following the local tribal college application day, two-

year career training or certificate programs in Billings, 

Helena, Butte, and other locations are covered. Finally, 

the major Montana university application days are held, 

including The University of Montana and MSU-

Bozeman. The goal is to help qualified students 

seriously consider a range of options instead of 

prematurely settling on only one college application.  
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Practice Tips 

 While originally held on six successive days, Hardin’s college application “week” is now spread 

over a three-week period in order to take advantage of application fee waivers. These waivers 

are offered at specified times during the fall by the various Montana colleges and universities. 

Application days should be scheduled to coincide with the fee waivers providing an additional 

incentive for students to complete multiple applications.  

 College application sessions will run more smoothly if students bring all of the necessary 

information to the application sessions. At Hardin, seniors are given a worksheet in their 

government class ahead of time to gather all of the student and family information needed to 

complete applications.  

 The college application is one part of a larger process. It needs to be preceded by college 

research and selection and followed by financial aid applications. Scheduling college 

application week in November allows sufficient time before and after to conduct other GEAR 

UP services designed to help students make good decisions about where to apply and then 

seek financial aid.  

 While starting with an easy and inexpensive option like a local community college can 

motivate students, students who are qualified for a four-year program or a selective college 

need to be encouraged to go further. It is important for qualified students to understand that 

multiple applications increase their chances of acceptance and allows them to fully realize 

their career aspirations and potential. A well-planned college application event will encourage 

qualified students to seriously consider a range of postsecondary institutions and programs.  

Resources on the Internet  

Southern Regional Educational Board (2008). College Application Week: A Toolkit for Increasing Access to Higher 
Education. Author. http://publications.sreb.org/2011/11E09_College_App_Week1.pdf 

Roderick, M., et al (2008). From High School to the Future: Potholes on the Road to College. University of Chicago, 
Consortium on Chicago Research.  
http://ccsr.uchicago.edu/publications/high-school-future-potholes-road-college\ 

Hahn, R. and Price, D. (2008). Promise Lost: College Qualified Students Who Don’t Enroll in College. Institute of 
Higher Education Policy.  
http://www.ihep.org/research/publications/promise-lost-college-qualified-students-who-dont-enroll-college 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

HOW TO DO IT 
GEAR UP Objective 2.5 College Application Week 

 
 

http://publications.sreb.org/2011/11E09_College_App_Week1.pdf
http://ccsr.uchicago.edu/publications/high-school-future-potholes-road-college/
http://www.ihep.org/research/publications/promise-lost-college-qualified-students-who-dont-enroll-college
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Objective 3.1  
College/Career Awareness  

 

Principals from Montana GEAR UP schools report that 

many of the students in their schools would have little or no 

opportunity to visit colleges without GEAR UP support. 

Making the most of these visits, which can be expensive 

and take time away from school, is important.  

Students need to see a variety of two- and four-year 

postsecondary options during middle and high school so 

that they are prepared to determine the best fit for their 

talents and career aspirations. Most colleges offer standard 

tours, but these often are ineffective when students may not 

see themselves as going to college in the first place. 

Working collaboratively with college personnel, GEAR UP 

liaisons can design customized college tours appropriate for 

GEAR UP students who might be the first in their family to 

attend college (see Best Practices text box).  

The visits made in seventh and eighth grade are more likely 

to leave a lasting impression than later visits, which are 

more informational in nature as students narrow their 

selection. This chapter summarizes how one middle school 

has created engaging and effective college visits. Browning 

Middle School has developed a college visit for its nearly 

100 percent American Indian student population that is 

meant to not just provide information but to persuade 

students that college is a real possibility and an opportunity 

for an exciting future.  

 

Best Practice 

The knowledge base on 
college visits developed by 
Montana GEAR UP schools 
over the past decade 
suggests two broad 
purposes for the college 
visit: providing the vital 
information students and 
parents need to make 
informed choices, and 
creating an experience that 
helps students see 
themselves as going to 
college. Preparing students 
for the visit is important and 
should include reviewing 
students’ prior knowledge 
about college and then 
helping them formulate 
questions to address during 
the tour. The visit itself 
should energize students, 
help them see connections 
to career aspirations, and 
provide a realistic picture of 
college life. Students should 
also be made aware of the 
help and support that 
colleges provide to new 
students and should interact 
with college students during 
the tour. Finally, follow-up 
activities can be designed to 
help feed the enthusiasm 
that students typically come 
home with. Engaging 
college alumni parents and 
high school graduates 
currently attending the 
college can further motivate 
students and provide 
chaperones for the trip.  

Why this objective? College and career awareness services 

help students make the connection between higher education 
and their career aspirations. College visits are the most direct 
way to help students see this connection so that they can 
envision a future for themselves. By visiting a variety of two- 
and four-year institutions beginning in seventh grade, students 
are able to translate aspirations into a plan of action as they 
reach senior year and apply for admission.  
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Before and after the college visit. 

Activities before and after the college 

visit help students prepare for and then 

internalize their brief time on campus. 

Pre-visit activities at Browning Middle 

School include a Jeopardy-style game 

and scavenger hunt to engage students 

in learning basic facts and interesting 

information about the college they will 

visit. After the campus visit, writing 

about college or a group discussion 

helps students internalize what they 

have learned and also provides a forum 

to raise questions and concerns. One 

follow-up activity at Browning Middle 

School has the English/Language Arts 

teacher use a prompt about college as a 

regular writing exercise. Beyond what 

students learn by writing down their 

own thoughts, GEAR UP holds a writing 

contest in which the top ten graded 

essays are rewarded with a college t-

shirt, pennant, or hat. The GEAR UP 

liaison also reads the essays and writes 

up the highlights in the school 

newsletter. The main idea is to keep the 

enthusiasm going (even with something 

as simple as posting pictures) and 

extend the conversation about college 

as students participate in other GEAR 

UP services. The visit should be more 

than just another fun field trip away 

from school.  

College Visits for Browning Middle School Students 

Browning Middle School has refined the college visitation process so that American Indian 

students can begin to imagine themselves as college students. These trips are perhaps more 

memorable given that students in this community have few other opportunities to travel far 

from home. The visits are designed to help younger students connect to college in a personal 

way and to see it as the next step in realizing their dreams and aspirations.  

 

The GEAR UP liaison believes that college visits should build enthusiasm and not become 

overly focused on detailed information that middle 

school students will not need until later, such as 

admission requirements and financial aid applications. 

There are three main ingredients in the Browning visit:  

 Arranging a memorable hands-on experience for 

students that will make an impact. For example, at 

The University of Montana, GEAR UP has connected 

with a chemistry professor who presents a “Harry 

Potter Science Show” in which students help conduct 

interesting experiments, while at MSU-Bozeman 

students do hands-on work with biologists who study 

animal husbandry. Students should be wowed by 

these activities and see exciting career possibilities.  

 Coordinating student-to-student contact is 

important, especially with former Browning High 

School students attending the college—they are 

recruited to serve as campus tour guides, attend a 

pizza party the night before the tour, participate in a 

student panel, and interact with the middle school 

students during lunch.  

 Working with the college American Indian Student 

Services and other minority or Native organizations is 

important so that American Indian students know 

there are people and resources available to help them 

make the transition into college.  

 

Arranging for the kind of college trip described above 

requires more than a simple contact with the campus 

admissions office. Proactive planning is required to 

find and contact the right people; once these college 

contacts are established, subsequent visits will be 

easier. Activities before and after the trip can help 

make it even more effective (see text box). 
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Practice Tips 

 While contacting the college admissions office will help establish the dates for the visit and get 

the ball rolling, it is important for the GEAR UP liaison to seek out other individuals to 

customize the visit for students. In schools with a majority of American Indian students, 

working directly with personnel from the campus American Indian Student Services office or 

Minority Recruitment office will help create a tour more suited to Indian students, including 

making students aware of the services available to help them adjust to college life. 

 Finding hands-on, experiential activities for student usually requires contact with specific 

professors or university research centers. Students who graduated from the high school and 

are attending the college, and even parents who attended the college, are a good resource to 

identify potentially interesting projects or professors that students can meet with. 

 College programs that have the same goals as GEAR UP—such as Upward Bound and Talent 

Search—are another resource to help plan and design the college visit. These programs can 

suggest interesting activities for students and also make connections with other college 

students who can serve on student panels or advise the middle school students. 

 Student-to-student contact is important so that middle school students can start developing a 

college-going identity and have their questions and concerns addressed by older peers. 

College students from the same middle/high school are the best role models and informants. 

 With schools like Browning, where there are large numbers of students, it is best to conduct 

separate trips for boys and girls in each grade level. This makes the group size more 

manageable and helps avoid adolescent behavior problems during the trip.  

 

Resources on the Internet  

Montana GEAR UP website. Planning a Successful College Visit. 
http://mus.edu/gearup/2013CAW/files/College-Visit-Toolkit.pdf 
 
Sallie Mae Fund (undated). Kids2College College Visit Planning Guide. Ohio Appalachian Center for Higher 
Education. http://www.oache.org/downloads/k2c_college_visit_guide.pdf 

Princeton Review website, The College Visit. http://www.princetonreview.com/college/college-visit.aspx 

College Board website, Campus Visit Guide.  
https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/find-colleges/campus-visit-guide  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

HOW TO DO IT  
GEAR UP Objective 3.1 College and Career Awareness 

http://mus.edu/gearup/2013CAW/files/College-Visit-Toolkit.pdf
http://www.oache.org/downloads/k2c_college_visit_guide.pdf
http://www.princetonreview.com/college/college-visit.aspx
https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/find-colleges/campus-visit-guide
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APPENDIX  
Contact Information for Schools 

The schools cited in this practice guide are listed in alphabetical order. The key contact for 

learning more about the service described in this guide is the Montana GEAR UP liaison listed 

for each school.  

 
Montana GEAR UP 

Address 

Office of the Commissioner of Higher 

Education  

PO Box 203201 

Helena, Montana 59601-3201  

 

Contact 

Phone: (406) 444-0056  

Office Fax: (406) 444-0425 

www.mus.edu/gearup 

Arlee Middle School 

Address 

PO Box 37 

Arlee, MT 59821 

School Fax: (406) 726-3940 

 

Contact/Montana GEAR UP Liaison 

Deanne Smith 

Phone: (406) 726-3216 x2329 

Email: dsmith@arleeschools.org 

 

Box Elder Middle School 

Address 

PO Box 205 

Box Elder, MT 59521 

School Fax: (406) 352-3830 

 

Contact/Montana GEAR UP Liaison 

Shari Ruff 

Phone: (406) 352-4195 

Email: sruff@boxelder.k12.mt.us 

 

Browning Middle School 

Address 

PO Box 809 

Browning, MT 59417 

School Fax: (406) 338-3195 

 

Contact/Montana GEAR UP Liaison 

Melanie Magee 

Phone: (406) 338-2745 

Email: melaniem@bps.k12.mt.us 

 

mailto:dsmith@arleeschools.org
mailto:sruff@boxelder.k12.mt.us
mailto:melaniem@bps.k12.mt.us
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Eureka Middle School 

Address  

PO Box 2000 

Eureka, MT 59917  

School Fax: (406) 297-5653 

 

Contact/GEAR UP Grant Officer 

Amy Price  

Phone: (406) 297-5600 

Email: alprice@teameureka.net 

 

Hardin High School 

Address 

702 N Terry Ave 

Hardin, MT 59034 

School Fax: (406) 665-1909 

 

Contact/Montana GEAR UP Liaison 

Coralie Tesch 

Phone: (406) 665-6406 / cell (406) 665-5693 

Email: coralie.tesch@hardin.k12.mt.us 

 

Hardin Middle School 

Address 

611 W 5th St 

Hardin, MT 59034 

School Fax: (406) 665-1409 

 

Contact/Montana GEAR UP Liaison 

Tim Hardy 

Phone: (406) 665-6343 

Email: tim.hardy@hardin.k12.mt.us 

 

Libby Middle School 

Address 

150 Education Way 

Libby, MT 59923 

School Fax: (406) 293-3927 

 

Contact/Montana GEAR UP Liaison 

Deanna Malyevac 

Phone: (406) 293-8802 / (406) 490-9497 

Email: malyevacd@libbyschools.org 

 

Rocky Boy High School 

Address 

RR 1 Box 620 

Box Elder, MT 59521 

School Fax: (406) 395-4829 

Contact/Montana GEAR UP Liaison 

Dorrina Patacsil 

Phone: (406) 395-4270 x223 

Email: dorrinap@rockyboy.k12.mt.us 

 
St. Ignatius Middle School 

Address 

PO Box 1540 

St. Ignatius, MT 59865 

School Fax: (406) 745-4060 

Contact/Montana GEAR UP Liaison 

Alan Pule 

Phone: (406) 745-3811 x265 

Email: apule@stignatiusschools.org 

 

  

mailto:alprice@teameureka.net
mailto:coralie.tesch@hardin.k12.mt.us
mailto:tim.hardy@hardin.k12.mt.us
mailto:malyevacd@libbyschools.org
mailto:dorrinap@rockyboy.k12.mt.us
mailto:apule@stignatiusschools.org

