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ABSTRACT 

The public investment in GEAR UP, a federal program that seeks to promote college 

access and readiness among underserved youths, and limited research on program 

outcomes substantiated a need to evaluate GEAR UP’s impact on youths attending a 

major urban community college.  This study analyzed the archival dataset of Latino 

community college students (N = 91) to determine the impact of GEAR UP on college 

access and readiness.  The treatment group (N = 47) consisted of a student cohort who 

attended a GEAR UP participating secondary schools from 2005 through 2011, and the 

non-treatment group (N = 44) of a similar student demographic cohort who attended the 

same secondary institutions but not GEAR UP. 

 The research variables included the English and math placement levels, financial 

aid application status, and cumulative grade point average of both cohorts.  The result 

of a Pearson Chi Square test (p = .045 at 95% confidence level) demonstrated a 

statistically significant impact of GEAR UP on the financial aid application filing status 

among Latino youths but not the other variables.  Personal interviews  (N = 24) were 

conducted from the Treatment Group sample to determine the effectiveness of various 

interventions activities of GEAR UP.  The textual coding analysis of the interview 

transcripts highlighted the presence of tutors and mentors, field trips, and financial aid 

workshops as effective interventions in promoting school belongingness and helping 

Latino youths to consider the benefits of higher education. 

 The research study conclusions yielded several recommendations to further 

enhance the quality of GEAR UP.  First, policymakers should consider expanding the 

scope of GEAR UP from financial aid awareness into financial literacy.  Second, GEAR 
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UP school coordinators, teachers, and tutors and mentors should intensify a focus on 

college readiness, including the development of non-cognitive skills.  Other notable 

recommendations to enhance GEAR UP would be to provide more funding for tutors 

and mentors, college field trips, and financial aid workshops, improve collaboration and 

communication between high school and college partners, and the creation of a national 

database system to track student and program outcomes.
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Chapter 1: Problem and Purpose 

The amount of evidence to support the finding GEAR UP (“About GEAR UP,” 

n.d.) (Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for Undergraduate Programs) has 

achieved its intended program outcomes has been limited (Haskins & Rouse, 2013).  

Authorized for funding by the United States Congress in 1998, GEAR UP functioned as 

an early intervention and college awareness program designed to support students from 

low socioeconomic status families, including individuals with disabilities, obtain a high 

school diploma and be prepared to enter and succeed in college academically (20 USC 

§ 1070a–21, 2012).  GEAR UP aimed to reduce status dropouts and eliminate the need 

for remedial education at the postsecondary level. 

After 16 years in existence and more than 3.5 billion dollars in public investment, 

critics have questioned GEAR UP’s effectiveness in being able to deliver its intended 

program outcomes.  Specifically, Haskins and Rouse (2013) asserted the lack of 

credible research on the effectiveness of GEAR UP to support underserved youths in 

their pursuit of higher education, including programs available at community colleges.  

In addition, very little has been known about the impact of the various GEAR UP 

interventions on student outcomes at the postsecondary level. 

Authorized within Title IV of the 1998 Amendments to the Higher Education Act 

of 1965, GEAR UP seeks to prepare underserved secondary level students for college.  

The federal government offered GEAR UP funding in the form of competitive grants to 

states and school district partnerships for the purpose of providing college preparation 

interventions for underserved youths.  The GEAR UP awards were made available to 

states or partnerships consisting of one or more secondary educational institutions, 
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community-based organizations, and one or more degree granting institutions of higher 

education.  The typical services offered in GEAR UP programs include tutoring, 

mentoring, career exploration, college visits, academic counseling, summer bridge 

courses, and college and financial aid awareness for students and parents. 

The U.S. Congress appropriated over $300 million in annual funding to fund 

GEAR UP programs, with $302 million funded in fiscal year 2012 (Bausmith & France, 

2012).  As with all federally funded programs, each GEAR UP state and partnership 

projects was required to submit an Annual Performance Report (APR) to document 

program outcomes.  Federal statutes required each entity receiving grant funding to 

evaluate the activities performed, including the tracking of eligible student progress.  For 

the purpose of evaluating and improving the impact of GEAR UP, the federal 

government may set aside up to .75% of the appropriated funds for program evaluation 

and dissemination of results.  In their review of federal college-preparation programs, 

Haskins and Rouse (2013) found only one evaluation that met the Institutional 

Education Sciences (IES) standard for top-tier evidence without reservations.  However, 

the study found no major effects on college enrollment or completion by the Talent 

Search program (Constantine, Seftor, Martin, Silva, & Myers, 2006). 

Although GEAR UP has been evaluated many times in the past, none of the 

previous evaluations offered data on college enrollment and completion outcomes 

(Haskins & Rouse, 2013).  A notable study by Bausmith and France (2012) showed 

encouraging program outcomes by GEAR UP on college readiness.  However, Haskins 

and Rouse (2013) noted that the study results did not show consistency across 

measures and cohorts, nor did it show evidence to support improvement among a 
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specific underserved youth population.  A recent dissertation study found no significant 

correlation between participation in pre-college programs and financial aid awareness, 

academic success, and persistence (Coleman, 2011).  Other recent research on GEAR 

UP either found limited program impact on the intended population or focused mainly on 

program and intervention outcomes at the secondary level (Beer, Le Blanc, & Miller, 

2008; Lozano, Watt, & Huerta, 2009; Morgan, 2012; Smithwick-Rodriguez, 2011; 

Thornton & Sanchez, 2010; Van Kannel-Ray, Lacefield, & Zeller, 2008).  The need to 

examine the impact of GEAR UP on college access and readiness, particularly among a 

targeted underserved Hispanic and Latino youth population enrolled at the 

postsecondary level, seemed well supported by current research literature. 

Statement of Problem 

The Latino population has experienced a much higher status dropout (Aud et al., 

2012) and unemployment rates (U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 

2013) when compared to other demographic groups.  Status dropout rate pertains to the 

percentage of individuals who fall between the ages of 16-24 year olds who are no 

longer enrolled in school nor have graduated from high school.  Although the national 

status dropout rate declined between 1990 and 2010, Aud et al. (2012) reported that the 

status dropout rate among Latinos (15%) still lagged behind Blacks (8%), Whites (5%), 

and Asian/Pacific Islanders (4%).  The higher status dropout rate among the Latino 

population appeared to have a profound effect on their unemployment rate.  The 

correlation between educational attainment and employment seemed more evident 

when looking at the employment situation in the United States (Boggs, 2011; Brown, 

2012). 
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The U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics (2013) reported a 

much higher unemployment rate among Latinos (9.6%) than Whites (6.9%) and Asians 

(6.6.%).  The seasonally adjusted unemployment rate among individuals who had 

obtained less than a high school diploma (11.7%) showed to be much higher than the 

rate of individuals who completed a bachelor’s degree and higher (3.9%).  Even the 

unemployment rate of individuals who completed a high school diploma (8%) and those 

who had some college or attained an associate degree (6.9%) were much lower than 

the rate of non-high school graduates. 

In an effort to address the problem of limited college access and economic 

inequality among underserved youths from low socioeconomic status families, 

lawmakers had created several federal programs, namely, the TRIO programs (Upward 

Bound, Talent Search, Upward Bound Math-Science, Student Support Services), AVID, 

and GEAR UP.  Given the higher status dropout and unemployment rates among 

Latinos and the lack of evidence based study evaluations on the impact of GEAR UP, 

the need to evaluate the impact of GEAR UP and its interventions on the college 

readiness, financial aid awareness, and college academic success of Latino youths 

seemed ripe for further research investigation. 

Statement of Purpose 

The purpose of this concurrent embedded mixed methods study was to 

investigate the impact of a GEAR UP partnership project on the college access, 

readiness, and success of Latino students.  A concurrent embedded approach allowed 

for a single data collection phase, with the quantitative data used to address the 

problem hypotheses and the qualitative data used to explore the experiences of 
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individuals in the treatment group with GEAR UP (Creswell, 2009).  Using quantitative 

data, the study applied inferential statistics to compare the impact of GEAR UP on 

college readiness, access, and academic success on Latino youth population.  

Concurrently, the research project explored the effectiveness of the various GEAR UP 

interventions through qualitative data analysis. 

The research project analyzed the impact of GEAR UP on college readiness, 

access, and academic success (see Figure 1).  To investigate the impact of GEAR UP, 

the investigator identified two groups to compare outcomes based on comparative 

change model.  A comparative change model allowed for the comparison of an entire 

student cohort within a GEAR UP participating school, controlling for alternative 

explanations for research findings, such as maturational and or selection effects (CoBro 

Consulting & RTI International, 2010). 

 
Figure 1.  College readiness, access, and success dimensions and corresponding 
variables. 

 
The treatment group included Latino students who belonged to a GEAR UP 

cohort at the secondary level prior to enrollment at a community college.  The non-

treatment or control group included Latino students who graduated from the same high 

school a year later, but whose cohort was not exposed to GEAR UP.  Both treatment 
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and non-treatment groups enrolled at the same community college upon graduation 

from high school. 

In addition, the research project explored the effectiveness of GEAR UP 

interventions on Latino youths in terms of how it affected their college aspirations.  

Given that GEAR UP aimed to reduce both the risk of high school dropouts and the 

need for remedial education at the postsecondary level, the investigator analyzed the 

impact of the program on underserved Latino population using college readiness, 

college access, and college academic success as outcome measures. 

Additionally, the research project explored the experiences of the Latino student 

population with GEAR UP interventions.  To investigate the impact of GEAR UP on the 

identified outcome measures and explore the effectiveness of GEAR UP interventions, 

the investigator developed four hypotheses and two research questions that guided the 

direction of the study. 

Hypotheses 

The following hypotheses determined the impact of GEAR UP on college 

readiness, college access, and college academic success: 

Hypothesis 1.  There is no significant difference between treatment and non-

treatment on the college English Placement Level among Latino students enrolled at a 

community college. 

Hypothesis 2.  There is no significant difference between treatment and non-

treatment on the college Math Placement Level among Latino students enrolled at a 

community college. 
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Hypothesis 3.  There is no significant difference between treatment and non-

treatment on the filing of financial aid application among Latino students enrolled at a 

community college. 

Hypothesis 4.  There is no significant difference between treatment and non-

treatment on college grade point average among Latino students enrolled at a 

community college. 

Research Questions 

The following research questions explored the effectiveness of GEAR UP 

interventions: 

1. Which of the following GEAR UP interventions, if any, made an impact to 

prepare Latino students for college? 

 Tutoring and Mentoring 

 College Field Trips 

 Shadow College Students 

 Jaime Escalante Summer Math Program 

 Career and Technical Education Boot Camps 

 Financial Aid Workshops 

 College Fairs 

 Summer Bridge to College Course 

2. How did the participation in GEAR UP Summer Bridge course make an 

impact, if any, in preparing Latino students for college? 
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Theoretical Basis 

The Conceptual Model of Student College Enrollment (Perna, 2006; see Figure 

2) highlights the significant role of context in seeking to understand the individual 

decision-making process to pursue a college education.  Perna (2010) proposed a 

multi-layered conceptual model of college enrollment based on the review and synthesis 

of prior literature on financial aid and other forces that influence college access.  The 

model emphasizes that individuals make college decisions based on situated context, 

meaning individuals may take various paths toward college enrollment based on 

personal circumstance.  For example, taking into account the economic theory of 

human capital, the model proposes that students make college decisions by considering 

the lifetime benefits of higher future earnings and cost of a college education. 

 

Figure 2.  Schematic diagram of Perna’s conceptual model.  Reprinted from Studying 
College Access and Choice: A Proposed Conceptual Model (pp. 99-157) by L. W. 
Perna, 2006.  Copyright 2006 by Springer.  Reprinted with permission. 
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Within the multiple layers of student and family, school and community, higher 

education, and social, economic, and policy contexts, the individual will make a decision 

to pursue a college education.  The decision hinges on academic preparation, available 

resources to fund college, expected long term benefits of a college education, and cost 

of college, including forgone earnings (Perna, 2010). 

Significance of Study 

Theoretical significance.  A closer examination of the Conceptual Framework 

for GEAR UP (see Appendix A) and Perna’s (2010) Conceptual Model of Student 

College Enrollment revealed a very similar approach to promoting postsecondary 

enrollment.  Both conceptual models highlight the importance of academic preparation 

and achievement in creating an environment for students to consider and thrive in 

college.  Both approaches articulate the importance of financial aid awareness among 

students and parents to increase higher education participation, especially among 

underserved youths.  The findings from this research project validated the components 

of Perna’s Conceptual Model of Student College Enrollment to be a solid theoretical 

framework for college access programs such as GEAR UP.  Furthermore, the outcomes 

from the research project supported the basic principles of Perna’s conceptual model. 

Within the context of community college bound Latino students, this research 

project highlighted factors based in the model that could improve the effectiveness of 

GEAR UP.  The evidence gathered from this study pointed to specific nuances from the 

conceptual model and framework that educational institutions and organizations should 

take into consideration in serving the needs of a targeted underserved population.  

Organizational entities that seek to develop or participate in a college preparation 
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program, such as GEAR UP, should note these other factors to further enhance the 

impact of the conceptual model. 

Methodological significance.  The research project advanced a methodology 

that program evaluators could apply to determine the impact of GEAR UP.  A review of 

the literature revealed a gap in GEAR UP evaluation, specifically, the lack of evaluation 

of participant performance at the post-secondary level.  Previous GEAR UP evaluations 

mainly focused on the secondary level, assessing the program’s impact on college 

attitudes, improvements in secondary course level enrollment, or performance in college 

entrance examinations.  As a result, very little was known on how GEAR UP made a 

difference at the postsecondary level, especially in terms of college readiness, access, 

and academic success.  This research project confirmed the validity of a methodology 

through the testing of identified variables and factors within a conceptual model. 

The mixed methods approach to address the research problem was appropriate 

because it allowed the investigator to collect two sets of complementary data to address 

the research problem.  Through quantitative analysis of archival data, the research 

project determined the impact of GEAR UP on underserved students at the 

postsecondary level.  The opportunity to conduct personal interviews on a population 

sample made it possible to gain valuable insights on the research problem being 

addressed within the context of the Hispanic and Latino culture. 

Practical significance.  With more than 3.5 billion taxpayer dollars invested on 

GEAR UP since program inception, the public should be made aware of whether the 

program has made a difference in the lives of its target population.  This research 

project added to the growing literature on the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of GEAR 
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UP.  With new insights on the effectiveness of GEAR UP, policymakers and program 

administrators could make subtle changes to improve the quality of the program.  For 

GEAR UP to receive continued public support for funding, it needs to provide 

policymakers with hard evidence that the program does prepare and increase college 

participation among underserved youths. 

The completed research project filled a gap in the literature by addressing a wide 

range of practical problems.  By determining the impact of GEAR UP at the community 

college level, the research project addressed a deficiency in available evidence to 

support program effectiveness to help underserved youths for college.  Based on the 

results from this study, policymakers and educators gained additional information they 

can use to enhance the overall effectiveness of GEAR UP. 

Definition of Terms 

College academic success.  Performance based on the attainment of 

cumulative grade point average while enrolled in college. 

College readiness.  A complex benchmark that can be measured through 

academic transcript analysis, standardized test scores, and remedial coursework 

enrollment (Sparks & Malkus, 2013). 

Community college.  A regionally accredited institution of higher learning that 

does not confer bachelor’s or higher degrees, but does provide 2-year programs that 

result in a certificate or an associate’s degree or 2-year program that fulfill part of the 

requirements for a bachelor’s degree at 4-year institution (Aud et al., 2012). 
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IRB Exempt Approval Letter 
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APPENDIX J 

Interview Field Notes 

Interview ID  

Name of Research 
 

GEAR UP: What Difference Does It Make? 

Location of the 
Interview 

 

 

Name of researcher 
 

Jeremy Villar 

Interview Date 
 

 

Interview Recorded 
ID  

 

 

Other persons 
present during the 

interview 
 

_ Yes, [who] 

_ No 

 

Language of 
Interview 

 

 

Interpreter used  
 

_ Yes _ No 

Notes 
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APPENDIX K 

Participant Consent Form 

I authorize Jeremy Villar, a doctoral student under the supervision of Dr. Diana Hiatt- 
Michael from the Organizational Leadership doctoral program at Pepperdine University, 
Graduate School of Education and Psychology, to include me in his research project 
entitled “GEAR UP: What Difference Does It Make?”  The research project is being 
conducted in partial fulfillment of a doctoral dissertation at Pepperdine University.  
 
I understand that my participation in this study is strictly voluntary. 
 
I understand that I have been asked to participate in a research study, which is 
designed to investigate the impact of GEAR UP on college access and success among 
Hispanic and Latino population.  The study will require an individual meeting of 
approximately 30 minutes with each participant. 
 
I acknowledge that I have been asked to participate in this study because I am a 
community college student who at one time was enrolled in middle school or high 
school that offered GEAR UP services to its students. 
 
I understand I will be asked to participate in a face-to-face interview where I will answer 
questions about GEAR UP. 
 
I understand and give consent for the researcher to access my academic and financial 
aid records for the purpose of conducting this research only.  Specifically, I will allow the 
researcher to review my English and Math Placement Level, Financial Aid Application 
status, and Cumulative Grade Point Average.     
 
I understand that if I decide to participate in this study, my interview will be audio 
recorded and my narrative will be transcribed using Microsoft Word document. The 
recorded file and transcription document will be used for research purposes only.  Once 
the study is completed, the recorded file and transcription documents will be stored in a 
locked safe.  The recorded file and transcription documents will be destroyed and 
shredded after five years from the creation date. 
 
The potential risks of participating in this study are minimal to none. In the event, I do 
experience fatigue or need to take a short break, one will be granted to me and the 
interview may be scheduled at a different time. 
 
I understand the benefits to this study may include: (1) insights on the effectiveness of 
GEAR UP; (2) knowledge about the impact of GEAR UP on its targeted disadvantaged 
student population; (3) exploration on which GEAR UP activity has been most effective 
on the target population. 
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I understand the possible direct benefits from my participation in this study include 
receiving a $15 gift card as a compensation for my time.  If I choose to withdraw from 
the study, or I must end my study participation through no fault of mine, I will still be 
eligible for the $15 gift card and my class standing, course grades, and job status at Los 
Angeles City College will not be affected. 
 
I understand that there will be no medical treatments given in this study. 
 
I understand that I have the right to refuse to participate in, or to withdraw from, the 
study at any time without prejudice to my current or future standing as a student. I also 
have the right to refuse to answer any question I choose not to answer. I also 
understand that there might be times that the researcher may find it necessary to end 
my study participation. 
 
I understand that no information gathered from my participation in the study will be 
released to others without my permission, unless law requires such a disclosure. I 
understand that under California law, the privilege of confidentiality does not extend to 
information about the abuse of a child, an elderly, or any dependent adult. Likewise, if a 
person indicates she or he wishes to do serious harm to self, others, or property, the 
investigator will report any such information mentioned to the authorities. The obligation 
to report includes alleged or probable abuse as well as known abuse. 
 
If the findings of the study are published, presented to a professional audience, or used 
for future studies and collaboration with other investigators, no personally identifying 
information will be released. Only the information gathered would be made available to 
other investigators with whom the investigator collaborates in future research. Again, 
the data will be stored in a secure manner and only the investigator will have access. 
The data and any supporting documents will be destroyed within five years of after the 
completion of the study. 
 
I understand that if I have any questions regarding the study procedures, I can contact 
Jeremy Villar at (818) 305-4609, 8605 Vanalden Ave. Northridge CA 91324, to get 
answers to my questions. If I have further questions, I may contact Dr. Diana Hiatt-
Michael at (310) 663-1581. If I have further questions, I may contact Dr. Thema Bryant-
Davis, Ph.D., Chairperson, GPS IRB and Dissertation Support, Pepperdine University, 
6100 Center Drive, Los Angeles, CA 90045. 
 
I understand the information in the consent form regarding my participation in the 
research project. All of my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I have 
received a copy of this informed consent, which I have read and understand. I hereby 
consent to participate in the research study described above. 
___________________________________________  __________________  
Participant’s Signature       Date 
 
___________________________________________  __________________  
Principal Investigator       Date  
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APPENDIX L 

Interview Questions 

1. What is GEAR UP to you? 
 

2. How long did you attend the schools that offered GEAR UP? 
 

3. Which of the following GEAR UP activities made a difference in making you feel a 
part of your middle and/or high school? 
_____ Tutoring and Mentoring 
_____ College Field Trips 
_____ Shadow College Students 
_____ Jaime Escalante Summer Math Program 
_____ Career and Technical Education Boot Camps 
_____ Financial Aid Workshops 
_____ College Fairs 
_____ Summer Bridge to College Course 
 

4. How much did you participate in GEAR UP activities? 
_____ Rarely 
_____ Sometimes   
_____ Always  
_____ Never 
 

5. Which of the following personal behavior characteristic(s) did you acquire as a result 
of your participation in GEAR UP? 
_____ Arrival in class on time 
_____ Increase participation in my classes 
_____ High engagement in school activities 
_____ Timely submission of college and financial aid application 
_____ Bring books and assigned homework in class 
_____ Not give up in class even if the subject is difficult 
 

6. Which GEAR UP activity has helped you the most in your decision to attend college? 
 

7. Did you participate in the GEAR UP Summer Bridge Personal Development course 
offered in summer 2011?   
_____ Yes _____ No 
 
If so, how did that experience helped you transition from high school to college? 
 

8. What recommendations can you make to improve GEAR UP? 
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APPENDIX M 

Materia: Preguntas de la Entrevista Preguntas de la Entrevista 

 
1. Para ti, cuales GEAR UP? 

 
2. Cuanto tiempo asistio a las escuelas que ofrecieron el programa de Gear Up? 

 
3. Cuales de las siguientes actividades de GEAR UP le hicieron sentir que usted 

pertenecia a su escuela secundaria o preparatoria? 
_____ Tutor and Mentor 
_____ Paseos fuera de la escuela 
_____ Ser sombra de estudiantes de colegio 
_____ El programa de verano de matematicas de Jaime Escalante 
_____ Boot Camp de Educacion  para Carreras Tecnicas y Profesionales 
_____ Seminarios de Ayuda Financiera 
_____ Ferias del Colegio 
_____ Curso de verano Puente al Colegio 
 

4. Que tanto participo en las actividades de GEAR UP? 
_____ Raramente 
_____ Algunas veces 
_____ Siempre 
_____ Nunca 
 

5. De las siguientes caracteristicas de comportamiento, cuales cree usted que adquirio 
por participar en el programa de GEAR UP? 
_____ Llegar a mis clases a tiempo 
_____ Aumentar mi participacion en mis clases 
_____ Mejor participacion en actividades escolares 
_____ Presentar las aplicaciones de colegio y ayuda financiera  a tiempo 
_____ Traer mis libros y tareas a clase 
_____ No rendirme aunque las clases esten dificiles 
 

6. Cual actividad de GEAR UP le a ayudado mas para decidirse a estudiar el colegio? 
 

7. Participo usted en el curso de  GEAR UP Summer Bridge Personal Development 
(curso de verano Puente de Desarrollo Personal)que se ofrecio el verano del 2011? 
_____ Si      _____ No 
 
Si la respuesta es Si, como le ayudo este curso con el cambio de la escuela 
preparatoria al colegio? 
 

8. Que recomendaciones tiene para hacer el programa de GEAR UP mejor?  
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APPENDIX N 

National Institutes of Health (NIH) Certificate of Completion 
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APPENDIX O 

Textual Data Coding Analysis Summary 

 
 


