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A leg up on applying for, and staying in, college

College Forward focuses on low-income, first-generation students
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Claudia Hernandez, a 21-year-old accounting major at Texas State University-San Marcos, is on track to graduate next December with a bachelor's degree. She's thinking about applying to graduate school to pick up a master's in accounting before joining the working world.

Her educational trajectory isn't especially remarkable except for this: Hernandez is from a low-income Hispanic family in Kyle, and she would be the first person in her family to earn a degree. Her parents did not finish high school.

Such students face daunting odds when it comes to postsecondary education, and Hernandez credits a nonprofit group in Austin called College Forward with helping her apply to college, obtain financial aid and stay enrolled.

"They would call me every month after I got into college. They also e-mailed me. At the end of the year, they'd ask, 'How did your semester go?' College Forward gave a little push I didn't have from my parents or family to go to college," Hernandez said.

College Forward is among hundreds of college access programs that have sprung up in recent years across the country. They come in various forms — some, like College Forward, are private, while others are run by government agencies or are campus-based — but they share a common focus on first-generation, underrepresented and low-income students, according to the National College Access Network.

The college access movement is a response to persistent gaps in educational attainment, especially between low-income and high-income students and between white students and students of color.

"Census figures show that, while more than 30 percent of white American adults have at least four years of college, only 18 percent of African Americans and 12 percent of Latinos have reached that same level of attainment," Jamie Merisotis , president of the Lumina Foundation for Education, told the national access network's conference in Houston in September.

"Those numbers simply must change. College attainment has become the only reliable route to the middle class."

College Forward uses recent college graduates who sign on for a year under AmeriCorps, a kind of domestic Peace Corps, to serve as coaches, or mentors, to high school and college students, advising them on test-taking strategies, essay writing and filling out college applications.

The organization operates in seven Central Texas high schools: Crockett, Travis, Hays, Lehman, Del Valle, Stony Point and Georgetown.

The 651 participating juniors and seniors attend two after-school sessions a week and perform 20 hours of community service a year. Their parents must attend a daylong workshop intended to get them on board with the notion of sending their children to college.

"I've missed you so much," Jessica Foulke, a College Forward coach, told her eager charges at Del Valle High School recently as they gathered in a classroom for a friendly competition concerning "fact and fiction" about the SAT.

Among the facts that emerged: It's best not to guess randomly when taking the test. There will be two bathroom breaks. It's good to wear a watch, but skip the cell phone.

High school students who go through the College Forward program wind up mainly at colleges in Texas, although a few are attending out-of-state schools such as Stanford University in California, Brown University in Rhode Island and Smith College in Massachusetts, said Emily Steinberg, the group's associate director. About three-fourths of the 234 students who have completed the high school portion of the program are enrolled in college, with the rest having stopped their college studies for academic problems, family emergencies or financial troubles.

Lauren Contreras, a graduate of Southwestern University in Georgetown, said she and other "college-retention coordinators" at College Forward use online social networking sites such as Facebook and MySpace, as well as e-mail, text messages and phone calls, to track and mentor college students. The organization sends sticky notes and popcorn to its charges and has even paid to fly the occasional student home to Central Texas from New England to visit relatives.

"It's fairly simple getting someone into college. Keeping them there is another thing," said Lisa Fielder , who, as executive director, is one part business manager, one part fundraiser and two parts mother hen, with a cell phone number that some college students call regularly for moral support.

Nearly two-thirds of College Forward's students are Latino, 13 percent are African American and 98 percent are low-income or first-generation college prospects.

It's not surprising that students who didn't grow up in a household with a college-going culture would need a little extra nurturing, Fielder said.

"For their parents, it's like sending their kids to Mars. The natives may be unfriendly, and the atmosphere may be poisonous," she said.

Fielder started College Forward in 2003 at her kitchen table in Austin, modeling it after another college access program, Admission Possible , in Minnesota.

A stay-at-home mom for 20 years, Fielder said the project was partly a response to the empty-nest syndrome she experienced after her last child went off to college.

"Yes, I should be working in architecture," said Fielder, who has a master's degree in the discipline. "But there are no teenagers in architecture."

She has built College Forward into a fairly substantial operation, with offices in Northeast Austin, an annual budget of $1.2 million, eight employees and 30 AmeriCorps staffers. Funding comes from the federal government and private sources, including individuals, family foundations and corporations.

"We've been to their presentations and workshops. We've seen the passion they have in working with students and families. It's pretty contagious and inspirational," said Kristin Boyer , director of public benefit grants for the Texas Guaranteed Student Loan Corp., which has given College Forward $508,080 since 2006.

Lindsey Braun , for one, has been inspired by the infectious enthusiasm of Foulke, his coach. The junior at Del Valle High School said he plans to study criminal justice and hopes to become a sheriff or police chief.

"Probably my top school will be Sam Houston State," he said.

The inspiration works the other way as well. Foulke, who majored in history and music at McPherson College, a small liberal arts school in Kansas, said the experience of working with students who are undocumented United States residents through no fault of their own has prompted her to consider law school and perhaps a career in immigration law.
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