The Future of TRIO

Background

According to many well respected members of the TRIO community, the future of TRIO is in the numbers, the “hard” data.  The call for more rigorous research efforts has echoed from the U.S. Department of Education, through the Council for Opportunity in Education (COE) and the regional associations for many years, but now it is taking on an even greater fervor.  Through legislation and executive mandate, the emphasis on “accountability” and the importance given to quantitative, data-driven research that demonstrates the effectiveness of educational programs has been elevated to an all-time high.    TRIO personnel know, firsthand, that these programs are effective; however, this kind of anecdotal support no longer carries the weight it once did.  On November 5, 2002, President George W. Bush signed into law the Education Sciences Reform Act of 2002, establishing a new organization, the Institute of Education Sciences. The Office of Educational Research and Improvement, which had formerly been responsible for education research and statistics, expired upon enactment of the new law. The Institute of Education Sciences reflects the intent of the President and Congress to advance the field of education research, making it more rigorous in support of evidence-based education.  Similarly, The PELL Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher Education and the National TRIO Clearinghouse, both closely affiliated with COE, have been created with the purpose of supporting research efforts as they relate specifically to TRIO and similarly disadvantaged populations.
The responsibility for collecting and analyzing these data, more often than not, sits squarely on the shoulders of TRIO program Directors and personnel.  Dave Ferguson, Director of Upward Bound at California State University, Chico, and other members of WESTOP have responded with an action based initiative aimed at addressing the issue.
CSU Chico: The Upward Bound Ten-Year Study of Program Graduates

In response (and in an effort to be proactive), the Upward Bound program at California State University, Chico, has taken the data collection, analysis, and research involved in the Annual Performance Report to the “next level”.

Mr. Ferguson said that he wanted to move beyond a reliance on anecdotal data and, instead, conduct a formalized study of his program, thereby transforming the report into a more credible format.
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The research plan implemented by CSU, Chico is a ten-year follow-up study of Upward Bound graduates that is revisited every three years.  The first study in 1999 analyzed only quantitative data, but it has since evolved to combine anecdotal information (i.e. stories and statements from and about former participants) with the numerical data.  Intertwining the two types of data in a kind of mixed-method approach allows for a combination feature article/research article format.  The raw data is analyzed and presented using totals, averages, and percentages.  The simplicity of its design does not diminish the power of the findings.  Mr. Ferguson found that when compared with other students in California and across the nation, his Upward Bound graduates were finding success in post-secondary education at a very high rate.  According to the most recent Ten-Year Study (2002), 96% of the CSU, Chico UB graduates entered post-secondary education, and, as noted in the final report, this number is almost twice as high as the California average.  Similarly, 62% were persisting in or had completed a program of post-secondary study, a percentage significantly higher than the national average for students from similar socio-economic backgrounds.
For future studies, Mr. Ferguson noted that he would like to begin correlating the outcomes found in the Ten-Year Study with program practices so as to use the study to inform decisions about where to allocate time and monetary resources.
The report, once completed, was disseminated to federal, state, local and campus officials who were in positions of influence.  Mr. Ferguson said that the reports have given the program an enhanced credibility with these individuals, an increase in funding support from the host institution, and recognition nationally from the TRIO office, COE and the state government of California.  They also received much attention from local media upon release of their first study.  As a result, the Upward Bound program at CSU Chico is now seen as having a key role in the institution’s mission, and Mr. Ferguson added that we are no longer “in the back of the line” when asking for funding from the institution.
The Next Step

The next logical step in this progression of scientific research is to conduct studies that can be published in refereed journals and other established media, thereby furthering the credibility of TRIO programs and heightening the visibility of their successes.
Published scientific studies provide individual programs, regional associations, and the Council for Opportunity in Education the additional resources needed to successfully advocate for TRIO programs, programs that are vital to the academic success of low-income, potential first-generation, and disabled Americans.  Data and findings like that from the CSU Chico Upward Bound program allow local, state and federal officials (elected or appointed) to easily see the effectiveness and the impact of programs like TRIO and to support them through funding.
Technology Makes Tracking Former Participants More Efficient
One of the challenges faced by the CSU, Chico research team involved their method of tracking former participants (i.e. data collection).  While many of their former students had attended or were attending CSU Chico, others were enrolled at different institutions.  The tracking of students who enrolled at different institutions involved sending out letters to registrars and using the telephone to confirm enrollment.  Indeed, this is a time consuming task.  However, a new tool, the National Student Clearinghouse database, should make the data collection much easier for upcoming reports.
With each passing year, an increasing number of institutions of higher education are subscribing to the National Student Clearinghouse.  Those with the proper subscription are permitted to access to the Clearinghouse’s database of college enrolled students using an internet based query and/or file submission process.  TRIO programs will find the database useful and efficient in tracking the college enrollment status of former participants.  To find out if your institution subscribes, contact your registrar and/or financial aid office, as these are the offices that are most likely to initiate such a subscription.  Allowing access to you and your program will not cost any additional subscription fees.  To learn more about the National Student Clearinghouse, go to www.studentclearinghouse.org. 
What Can You Do?

1. Mr. Ferguson advises new directors who are interested in conducting similar studies or research projects with their own TRIO projects to start out with a manageable task.  Overextending the scope of the project will either make it too complex to complete or too time consuming to be realistic.  The CSU Chico study is simple in its design, yet very effective in demonstrating the success the program’s graduates have had when compared with other students.
2. Organize and initiate collaborative efforts within your college, university, or community based organization that involve those with the expertise and vested interest in collecting, analyzing, and publishing results related to the success of your program.  Faculty members, administrators and graduate students are often good collaborative partners.
3. Access any centers on your campus or within your community organization that are designed to support research efforts, such as a statistics laboratory or research support center.

4. Actively seek out and network with others in your regional and state associations who are attempting to do similar research.  For example, WESTOP is attempting to further the progress of such research by gathering data from many of its member programs across Arizona, California, Nevada and the Pacific Islands following completion of the annual performance report.  This compilation of data is to be used for a variety of purposes, including grant writing and establishing a baseline of TRIO program data.  A quotation from the WESTOP Strategic Plan reads: “With a new era of accountability upon us, WESTOP must…continue toward the development of our own research to support success and to promote the visibility (through publications and other means) of our successful graduates.”  So must we all.
Additional Information
A copy of the CSU Chico report can be found at: http://csucub.csuchico.edu/work/docs.html
The National TRIO Clearinghouse archives publications, data and information about TRIO programs at: www.trioclearinghouse.org
The PELL Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher Education conducts research relating to educational access, success, and opportunity.  Access their website at: www.pellinstitute.org
Dave Ferguson, Director

Upward Bound

California State University, Chico

Chico, CA  95929-0712
dferguson@csuchico.edu
(530) 898-5181
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