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Aiming High: GEAR UP Students Exceed Peers on Arizona’s High Stakes Graduation Test

Background

Cordova Middle School (CMS) and Alhambra High School (AHS) are located in northwest Phoenix.  The majority of the students at AHS and CMS are from economically disadvantaged families, with nearly 90% of CMS students eligible for free or reduced lunch. Hispanic, Vietnamese, Chinese, Pakistani, Afghani, Somali, Navajo and many other ethnic groups are represented at CMS and AHS. 

Cordova / Alhambra

GEAR UP

The Northern Arizona University (NAU) State and Partnership GEAR UP Projects began serving approximately 425 students in 5th through 8th grade at CMS in the year 2000.  Each year, the incoming fifth graders are added to the cohort.  

As the GEAR UP students enter 9th grade (between 100 and 130 students each year), they move to Alhambra High School, where they merge with approximately 400-500 non-GEAR UP students from other middle schools that also feed into AHS. 

The GEAR UP cohort is currently comprised of more than 600 students at each Alhambra High and Cordova Middle Schools.  With this “whole middle school” model, 100% of the students at CMS are GEAR UP participants, but only about one quarter of total students at AHS are in GEAR UP.  

GEAR UP Services

Alhambra High GEAR UP students have been participating for the past four years in tutoring, mentoring, college visits, residential college campus summer enrichment programs, test preparation workshops, and presentations on college, financial aid and scholarships. These students have received on-going, personalized attention from the GEAR UP Coordinators at CMS and AHS and have the additional incentive of a chance for a GEAR UP Scholarship upon graduation.  At CMS they were immersed in a whole-school “College Bound” GEAR UP culture, where expectations for academic achievement, attendance and citizenship were uniformly high.  Their parents, over the years, have been provided with information about the value and cost of post secondary education, and the services available through GEAR UP to help their children succeed.

AIMS:  Arizona’s High Stakes Test
Like most states, Arizona has created a ‘high stakes’ high school test -- the Arizona Instrument for Measuring Standards (AIMS). Beginning with the class of 2006, passing AIMS is required to graduate from high school in Arizona.

AIMS includes three tests – math, reading and writing.  Students must “meet” or “exceed” the standards in each of these three areas to graduate.  Students take the test their sophomore year and those who do not pass one, two or all of the three, have the opportunity to retake the test(s) twice in their junior year, and twice in their senior year.  These are presently the only opportunities provided to pass AIMS.  Any student who fails to pass all three AIMS tests by his or her senior year will not receive a regular diploma after completing high school.  

Sophomore AIMS Results

In the 2003-04 School Year, 549 AHS sophomores took the AIMS tests.  Of these, 108 were GEAR UP students, and 441 were not.  On average, across the three subject areas -- reading, writing and math — the percentage of AHS GEAR UP students who met or exceeded the standard was 63% higher than the percentage of non-GEAR UP students at AHS who met or exceeded the standard (See table below for detail). 

	AIMS Subject
	AHS GEAR UP Students

(N=108)
	AHS Non-GEAR UP students

(N=441)

	Reading
	49
	35

	Writing
	58
	35

	Math
	31
	17


Numbers reflect the percentage of students who met or exceeded the standard.  

Continued on Reverse (
District Wide Comparison

AHS is one of 13 high schools that comprise the Phoenix Union High School District.  The demographics of these schools are fairly similar. A comparison between the AHS GEAR UP students’ AIMS results and the AIMS results for sophomores at the other 12 Phoenix Union high schools are also remarkable:  

A higher percentage of AHS GEAR UP sophomores met or exceeded the AIMS Math standards than at any of the other 12 Phoenix Union District high schools. 

	School
	Math

	Alhambra GEAR UP 
	35

	Alhambra non-GEAR UP
	17

	Bostrom Alternative 
	3

	Camelback
	22

	Carl Hayden
	16

	Central
	30

	Cesar Chavez
	11

	Desiderata
	N/A

	Maryvale
	13

	Metro Tech
	25

	North (includes IB)
	29

	Phoenix Union Serv. 
	N/A

	South Mountain
	24

	Trevor Browne
	18


Numbers reflect the percentage of students who met or exceeded the standard.  

In addition, a higher percentage of AHS GEAR UP sophomores met or exceeded the AIMS Reading and Writing standards than at any of the other 12 Phoenix Union District high schools, with the exception of one (North High School, which is home to the District’s only International Baccalaureate (IB) Program).

	School
	Reading
	Writing 

	Alhambra GEAR UP 
	49
	58

	Alhambra non-GEAR UP
	35
	35

	Bostrom Alt. 
	17
	28

	Camelback
	41
	49

	Carl Hayden
	27
	26

	Central
	46
	45

	Cesar Chavez
	33
	40

	Desiderata
	8
	0

	Maryvale
	34
	30

	Metro Tech
	40
	45

	North (includes IB)
	49
	59

	Phx Union Serv
	N/A
	0

	So. Mountain
	45
	46

	Trevor Browne
	36
	29


Numbers reflect the percentage of students who met or exceeded the standard.  

Discussion

The multi-faceted nature of GEAR UP at CMS/AHS, makes it unlikely that a singular intervention can be identified to explain these remarkable results.  Indeed, it may very well be that it is the multi-faceted, long-term nature of the program that underlies its success.

Although the percentage of GEAR UP students who passed AIMS on the first try exceeded the percentage of their peers from similar economic circumstances who did so, there is still much work to be done to ensure that all students pass AIMS by graduation, in spring 2006.  The next issue of GEAR UP Works will describe AIMS Remediation Programs offered at other NAU GEAR UP High Schools, and their impressive results in helping students pass AIMS on their second try.  
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For further information, feel free to contact any of the following:

Thomas Fetsco, Ph.D.

Northern Arizona University

College of Education

PO Box 5774

Flagstaff, Arizona 86011

(928) 523-7141

thomas.fetsco@nau.edu

Barbara Soby, Assistant Director NAU GEAR UP

2715 N. 3rd St, Suite 201

Phoenix, AZ 85004

(602) 776-4617

barbara.soby@nau.edu

Sharon Lewis, Coordinator

Alhambra High School GEAR UP

3839 W. Camelback Rd

Phoenix, AZ, 85019

(602) 764-6072

slewis@alhambra.k12.az.us. 
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State GEAR UP Office


2715 N. 3rd St., Suite 201


Phoenix, AZ 85004











