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Aspirations: Overcoming barriers to success and developing 
character through pre- and post-secondary school partnerships 

 
Abstract 
The goal of this study is to improve understanding of how participation in learning and teaching 
partnerships between elementary classrooms facing high barriers to success and college 
classrooms can: 1) influence the knowledge of, interest in, and aspirations toward post-secondary 
education in populations less likely to explore college; 2) impact college students’ sense of civic 
knowledge, civic learning, civic reflection, and civic efficacy. Qualitative evaluation methods 
designed by Lafayette College’s Landis Center for Community Engagement in collaboration 
with elementary school professionals measure the success of these goals. Collaborators include 
students and faculty from a college level civil and environmental engineering class and student, 
faculty, and administrators from two different elementary schools. Research is conducted with 
elementary school students and teachers and college faculty and students enrolled in specified 
community-based learning and research courses at Lafayette College. These courses are part of 
Landis Center for Community Engagement-sponsored program, Connected Classrooms. 
Connected Classrooms partnerships pair college classrooms with elementary school classrooms. 
College faculty and elementary school faculty collaboratively determine where the academic 
content of their courses align. Once a subject area is determined, college students begin working 
in small groups to develop a learning module that teaches the younger students’ key educational 
points. The elementary teacher works with the college students to ensure that the material is 
appropriate to the grade level and coaches the groups on how to communicate with younger 
children. Students from the elementary school then visit the college classroom where the college 
students will deliver their modules at an approximate 1:2 ratio. Preliminary data indicates the 
program has a positive impact on the younger students, primarily on attitudes about higher 
education and perceptions of what college actually “looks like.” These data also suggest the 
development of civic knowledge, civic learning, civic reflection, and civic efficacy qualities in 
participating college students. The overall program has begun to expand across K-12, with links 
tied to programs being introduced beyond elementary in middle school and high school. 
 
Introduction 
While the importance of preparing for college while still in high school has been widely 
recognized both through research and through practice, much less is known about how 
introducing students to college while still in elementary school will impact students’ aspirations 
toward pursuing post-secondary education. In particular, this study seeks to determine how early 
exposure to college through a teaching and learning partnership called “Connected Classrooms” 
with Lafayette College will affect the attitudes and expectations of students at elementary 
schools facing high socioeconomic barriers to success.  Connected Classrooms is one of a 
number of strategically aligned scaffolded programs within an overarching program called 
Aspirations spanning K-12.   
 
Collaborators for this study include students and faculty from a college-level civil and 
environmental engineering sophomore class (Lafayette College) and students, faculty and 
administrators from two different elementary schools within the Easton Area School District 
(EASD), Easton PA. This study is part of a burgeoning body of research on the importance of 
early exposure to college toward maximizing post-secondary academic success.   



 
The goal of this study is to improve understanding of how participation in learning and teaching 
partnerships between elementary classrooms facing high barriers to success and college 
classrooms can: 1) influence the knowledge of, interest in, and aspirations toward post-secondary 
education in populations less likely to explore college; 2) impact college students’ sense of civic 
knowledge, civic learning, civic reflection, and civic efficacy.  
 
Background and Motivation 
College Aspiration and Barriers to Success 
Students whose parents did not attend college often have to overcome barriers in their pursuit of 
higher education that students whose parents have attained at least a bachelor’s degree do not. As 
early as the eighth grade, first generation students have low expectations about their ability to 
attend college [1].  While high expectations and encouragement from parents are the strongest 
predictors of whether or not a student will pursue higher education [2], many parents of potential 
first-generation students have limited exposure to post-secondary education and are unable to 
provide these supports.  Due to a lack of knowledge about the college application process and 
misinformation or ignorance about financial aid, parents tend not to encourage post-secondary 
education because it seems like an insurmountable barrier [1].  They may overestimate the cost, 
underestimate access to financial aid, or worry about how to make ends meet while enrolled.  
Some parents of first-generation students, particularly those of low income, may view post-
secondary education as an impractical endeavor meant for wealthier students and so might 
actually discourage their children from trying to enroll, seeing immediate employment as the 
more practical option [3].  These students might also feel that attending college will disrupt an 
intergenerational working class dynamic and will alienate them from their families [4].  First-
generation students who do attend college most often choose less-selective or two-year schools 
that are close to home, despite eligibility to attend a more selective school [5].  Some reasons for 
this include the cost, access to work, the need to support the family household, and time to finish 
the degree [6].   
 
These barriers and misunderstandings make potential first-generation college students less likely 
to attend college.  Only 53% of 12th-grade first-generation students expect to earn a bachelor’s 
degree and 68% plan to enroll in high school immediately after high school, compared to roughly 
90% of students whose parents earned at least a bachelor’s degree [4].  Fewer students actually 
enroll in post-secondary education than aspire to in high school, indicating that delaying 
enrollment makes students less likely to attend at all [5].  According to a 2001 National Center 
for Education Statistics report, only 54% of students whose parents had earned a high school 
diploma enrolled in college, and only 36% of students whose parents had not finished high 
school enrolled.  Conversely, the same report found that roughly 85% of students whose parents 
had at least a bachelor’s degree have gone on to pursue a post-secondary degree themselves.  
 
Overcoming Barriers 
The U.S. Department of Education has recognized these barriers to education for first-generation 
college students and has established the TRIO programs in an effort to help students overcome 
them.  These programs provide grant funds to institutions of higher education to fund educational 
interventions for low-income and first-generation college students.  The Upward Bound program 
and the Talent Search program focus specifically on helping students get to college.  The 



Upward Bound program provides interventions in the form of tutoring, mentoring, counselling, 
work study, and cultural enrichment to help students succeed in high school and move on to 
post-secondary education.  Similarly, the Talent Search program provides academic tutoring, 
financial aid counseling, career counseling, mentoring, and workshops on navigating the post-
secondary application process.  
 
In 2006, the Pell Institute on Higher Education conducted a focus group study with first-
generation students in Texas who had recently completed either the Upward Bound or Talent 
Search pre-college education programs.  The purpose of the focus group was to determine which 
aspects of the program had the greatest impact on their college aspirations and expectations. 
Going into the program, many of the students believed that they could not get into college, and 
even if they did, they would not be able to pay for it [7].  They further rationalized that college 
was not a necessary step toward finding employment, so that it was impractical and unnecessary.  
Despite initial low expectations, students involved in the pre-college education programs were 
able to point to specific aspects of the program that helped raise their aspirations and 
expectations for attending college.  These included: the practical connection of college to a 
career interest, information on how to pay for college, filling in academic achievement gaps, 
engaging with college role models, and persistence in messaging about the importance of 
college.  Through the focus group, Engle [7] also discovered that waiting until the junior or 
senior year of high school to talk to first-generation students about college expectations was too 
late to have measurable impact. First-generation college students often have very little 
information regarding college, and so the application process can be overwhelming for them to 
undertake in so little time.  According to the focus groups, early and regular exposure were 
shown to help alleviate some of this anxiety by breaking “college” down into manageable pieces.  
“Get[ting] the message out about college to all students as early as possible” can help students 
connect to the programs and services at their schools and in their communities that can help them 
realize their college aspirations and expectations.  
 
In keeping with the concept that early intervention can positively impact students’ college 
aspirations, Long Beach Unified School District has partnered with Long Beach City College, 
California State University at Long Beach, and the City of Long Beach through the Long Beach 
College Promise.  According to the Long Beach College Promise website, the purpose of the 
partnership is to improve “college preparation, college access, and college success.”  The 
Atlantic coined the initiative “The Long Beach Miracle” [8] because of the success of the 
initiative.  Between its inception in 2008 and its 2013 5-year progress report, Long Beach 
College Promise saw a 43% increase in the number of students who enrolled at California State 
University, Long Beach, with these students needing less remediation upon enrollment. 
 
Long Beach Unified School District is a demonstrated high needs district according to federal 
standards. The district has a free or reduced lunch rate of 68%, which is a federal marker of high 
economic need. 24% of students are English Language Learners and 75% of the students in Long 
Beach are low-income students whose parents have not attended college.  Students in Long 
Beach Unified School District are introduced to college in elementary school. 4th graders tour 
Long Beach City College and participate in an accompanying lesson plan. 5th graders repeat the 
tour at California State University, Long Beach and learn about the college application process 
and financial aid programs. Middle school students sign a pledge to behave “like a scholar” and 



participate with their families in information sessions and other support programs.  High school 
students are supported by faculty and staff at all institutions through the college application 
process, including applying for financial aid.  The testimony of teachers at administrators in the 
schools support the data indicating success.  According to one 5th-grade teacher, the students 
“parents are not college graduates.  It really motivates them.  They get to know what they have to 
do to get to college, and it changes their perspective on the obtainability of a degree.”  Often, she 
says, the 4th grade tour is the first-time students have been on a college campus and the 
experience stays with them throughout their lives.  
 
Demonstration of Need 
The school district in which this study takes place bears many similarities to Long Beach Unified 
School District. The district serves approximately 9,000 students in grades K-12, 61% of whom 
are eligible for the National School Lunch Program. About 40% of graduating seniors go on to 
attend a 4-year institution of higher learning while 42% attend a 2-year college, and 57.6% enter 
the workforce. Less than 2% enter the military. As a whole, the district falls well below the 
educational standard measured by state testing, performing better than only about 32% of 
districts statewide. The middle school, and three of the seven area elementary schools are 
identified by the U.S. Department of Education as Title I schools requiring additional resources 
to allow students of low socio-economic to meet educational benchmarks at the same rate as 
their wealthier peers. 100% of the roughly 3,250 students at these schools receive free lunch and 
breakfast every day school is in session. Two of these elementary schools are also identified as 
Community Schools according to United Way standards. As defined by the United Way (2020), 
“A Community School is both a place and a set of partnerships between the school and other 
community resources. Its integrated focus on academics, health and social services, youth and 
community development and community engagement leads to improved student learning, 
stronger families and healthier communities.” Through the United Way Community School 
sponsorship, the schools are provided a corporate sponsor who helps fund additional services for 
students and their families. These services include on-site vision, dental, and medical services, a 
food bank, clothing closet, school supplies, and housing resources. These schools experience a 
high family mobility rate, at 35% and 52%, in addition to high rates of chronic absenteeism. This 
means that 35% of students who enroll at one of the schools and 52% at the other will withdraw 
at some point during the school year. A student is considered chronically absent if they miss 
more than 10% of the total days they are enrolled. These schools report an 11% and 13% rate of 
chronic absenteeism, which is above the state average of 8%.  
 
Description and Justification of Methodology.   
Lafayette College is described as a private undergraduate liberal arts college. The college is 
based in the eastern part of the United States. Lafayette’s enrollment is currently about 2700. The 
student body population is 48% male and 52% female. In Fall 2015 the college had 220 full-time 
faculty, 35 were members of minorities and 13 were international. At this time 17 percent of our 
U.S. students identify as students of color (Hispanic/Latino, 6 percent; Asian-American, 4 
percent; African-American, 5 percent; multiracial, 2 percent) [9].  In 2015 our engineering 
division college was recognized by the American Society for Engineering Education (ASEE) for 
its commitment to diversity and inclusivity. At this time the student body within the engineering 
division consisted of 36% women and nearly 25% identified within the underrepresented group, 
approximately double the national average [10].  



 
Over the past three years Lafayette’s Landis Center for Community Engagement has worked 
cooperatively with our local school district to re-establish a mutually beneficial, collaborative 
relationship.  The Landis Center for Community Engagement is the primary resource for 
community-based research and learning connections at our institution. We liaise between faculty 
and community partners and facilitate curricular and co-curricular experiences that contribute 
meaningfully to the expressed needs of the community. 
 
Grounded in an understanding of the successes of the Long Beach College Promise program, the 
Aspirations program developed by the Landis Center in collaboration with our school district 
partners seeks to determine how sustained engagement with a college environment affects the 
attitudes and expectations of public-school students facing high socio-economic barriers to 
success. The Long Beach College Promise program was established to improve “college 
preparation, college access, and college success.”  Similarly, our Aspirations program supports 
and contributes to the school district's efforts surrounding college preparation and access, and 
based on feedback from the school district, also promotes career readiness. Aspirations supports 
the Leader in Me initiative in use by the school district by incorporating at least one of the 7 
Habits of Happy Kids into every shared experience. Aspirations also supports the district’s 
efforts to comply with the state’s Academic Standards for Career Education and Work by 
providing an “artifact” for participating children to include in their career portfolios between 
grades 3-12. Developed in cooperation with school district administrators, Aspirations is a 
scaffold of programs strategically integrated throughout K-12 at the elementary, middle, and 
high school levels to support the awareness of, exploration of, and readiness for post-secondary 
education and employment.  
 
Elementary - Awareness 
At the elementary level, Connected Classrooms introduces young children to a college 
environment by establishing partnerships between college-level and elementary school 
classrooms. Lafayette College faculty partner with EASD elementary school faculty to determine 
how their curricular activities align and how they can collaboratively translate college-level 
material into lesson plans appropriate for elementary school students. Once a subject area is 
determined by the faculty, the college students begin working in small groups to develop a 
learning module that will relay key educational elements to their elementary school partners. The 
elementary teacher works with the college students to ensure that the material is grade-level 
appropriate and coaches the groups on how to communicate with younger children. Students 
from the elementary school then visit the college classroom where our students will deliver their 
modules at an approximate 1:2 ratio.  
 
Middle School - Exploration 
At the middle school level, Lafayette College students partner with an after school program of 
approximately 80 children to allow an exploration of different college majors and possible 
careers associated with them. The children in this after school program most often have 
matriculated from one of the two United Way Community Schools and are familiar with our 
college through their participation in Connected Classrooms. Approximately once a week, one of 
our academic clubs will visit the after-school program to provide an overview of their academic 
major and the reasons they chose it. They also share hands-on learning modules within their 



academic area with the children. In the spring semester, the after-school program will visit our 
college campus for an afternoon to engage in a full afternoon of hands-on learning modules. 
 
High School - Readiness 
At the high school level, targeted programs provide students with practical experience they can 
include in their college and career applications. Currently in its pilot phase, the Robotics program   
engages faculty from both the high school and college working alongside their respective 
students on a dedicated robotics project with aspirations of competing in local, state and national 
FIRST Robotics Competitions. A second program currently in its second semester connects 
students to the national college/career readiness program, ACE Mentor Program of America.  
This program provides our students and faculty the opportunity to collaborate on a preconceived 
design project led by a national construction firm, Turner Construction. Students meet once a 
week after school for six weeks to consider the architectural, construction, and engineering needs 
of the design project. Each meeting is led by a professional from Turner Construction, Alma 
Architecture, or our own engineering students and faculty. The high school teams are encouraged 
to compete at the local, state and national levels through the ACE infrastructure. 
 
College Student Preparedness 
In preparation for their engagement with the children in the school district, Lafayette students 
participate in a civic engagement workshop prior to beginning their program. This workshop 
provides students an introduction into the principles of community engagement and partnership 
espoused by Landis Center. These principles include the Active Citizenship Continuum and 
Triangle of Quality Community Service adapted from Breakaway, as well as Landis Center’s 
guidelines for reciprocal partnerships. We also share a brief overview of the catalysts of the 
socio-economic inequities in our city, the demographics and social context of the partner school, 
and guidelines for interacting with children from diverse backgrounds.  
 
Evaluation Criteria 
At all levels of engagement, our students are evaluated by Lafayette’s Landis Center for 
Community Engagement to determine the extent to which they develop as active citizens 
according to the following indicators: 
 

Civic knowledge: the ability to describe the social, political, and historical contexts of 
community organizations  
 
Civic learning: students’ proficiency in transferring academic knowledge to the solution 
of a practical question. 
 
Civic reflection: students’ capacity to retrospectively evaluate their reactions to their 
community engagement experiences 
 
Civic Efficacy: students’ confidence in their ability to apply their skills and knowledge 
toward meaningful change in their communities 

 



EASD are evaluated at each level by Communities in Schools coordinators to determine the 
extent to which they display an understanding of college as an option for them, the different 
careers a college education can support, and the steps required to translate interest into action.  
 
Research Design 
This study focuses on the elementary level component of Aspirations, Connected Classrooms. 
Connected Classrooms is a partnership between Lafayette College and EASD that supports 
student growth within both institutions. The program engages children in the district in a college 
environment early in their educational careers in order to instill an understanding that a college 
education is an option available to them after high school. At the same time, Lafayette College 
students develop active citizenship and civic leadership. The goal of Connected Classrooms is 
twofold: 1) understand how early exposure to a college environment influences the knowledge 
of, interest in, and aspirations toward post-secondary education in populations less likely to 
explore college; 2) evaluate the impact on College students’ sense of civic knowledge, civic 
learning, civic reflection, and civic efficacy (defined above). 
 
This pilot experimental field study focuses on a 300-level civil and environmental engineering 
class and the Easton’s two United Way Community Schools. In this partnership, four groups of 
4-5 college students each partnered with a 5th-grade classroom divided into groups of the same 
size. Each group worked only with their dedicated partner group, i.e., groups did not rotate 
through activities. Each college group developed an interactive learning module to help the 
younger students the stages of the water cycle. Topics included turbidity, conductivity, point and 
non-point source pollution, watersheds, and riparian buffers. All modules were connected by the 
Leader in Me tenet, Begin with the end in mind to encourage the younger students to plan ahead 
when learning new material.  
 
Data Analysis 
College Students 
Responses to open-ended questions are analyzed to determine the extent to which college 
students display active citizenship following participation in the Connected Classrooms program 
according to the following indicators: civic knowledge, civic learning, civic reflection, and civic 
efficacy. Responses are evaluated for any commonalities across the group within engineering 
and in future semesters will also be compared across academic concentrations. Also, in future 
semesters, a pre-evaluation measuring college students’ civic knowledge, civic learning, civic 
reflection, and civic efficacy will be issued prior to participation in the program to determine the 
extent of growth in these areas as a result of their interaction with the elementary school 
students. Table 1 includes questions used to evaluate the indicators of active citizenship. 
 
Table 1: Questions used to evaluate indicators of active citizenship 

Question  Indicator 

It has been said that one doesn't truly 
understand something until they can explain it 
to someone else. Please talk about one thing 
you believe you explained particularly well to 

Civic Learning 
Civic Efficacy 



the children in your lesson. 

Please explain one thing you would do 
differently if you were to do a similar project 
in the future. 

Civic Learning  
Civic Reflection  
Civic Efficacy 

Please talk briefly about one thing you learned 
about our area school district or the students 
and/or school you worked with. 

Civic Knowledge 
Civic Reflection 

Based on this community engagement 
experience, please provide a few reasons you 
would or would not participate in community 
engagement in the future. 

Civic Reflection 
Civic Efficacy 

How confident do you feel in your ability to 
make a meaningful contribution to your 
community? 

Civic Efficacy 

 
Elementary Students 
Elementary students’ responses have been recorded by the school’s Community in Schools 
representative and evaluated as “positive” or “negative.”  Table 2 includes questions that serve to 
measure knowledge of, interest in, and aspirations toward college. 
 
Table 2: Questions that measure knowledge of, interest in, and aspirations toward college 

Quality Question 

College Knowledge 

 Do you have more knowledge of college after 
participating? 

 What did you learn that you did not know 
before?   

 What are things you want to know more about 
or have questions about?  

 Do you want to hear more from students? 

Quality Question 

College Interest 

 Are you more interested in college after 
visiting our  college and participating in 



activities on a college campus? 

 Do you want to know more?  

 Do you want to visit more colleges again? 

 Do you want to hear more from students? 

 Do you want to go to college? 

Quality Question 

College Aspiration 

 Do you think you can go to college? Why or 
why not?  

 
Outcomes 
College Students 
Analysis of college student responses revealed commonalities across questions and within 
themes. Responses were evaluated for keywords related to these themes that were then assigned 
to an indicator. For example, if a student’s response revealed that one thing they learned about 
the area school district is that the student population is very diverse, that response would be 
categorized as “Diverse” under the indicator “Civic Knowledge.”  Table 3 included themes 
related to indicators. 
 
Table 3: Themes related to indicators 

Indicator Theme 

Civic Knowledge Under-resourced; Diverse; Eager 

Civic Learning Understandable parts; Interactive; Preparation 

Civic Reflection Connect, Privilege; Rewarding; Reciprocity 

Civic Efficacy Requires dedication; Impact 

 
Civic Knowledge 
Civic knowledge is the ability to describe the social, political, and historical contexts of 
community organizations. Given the brevity of the pre-educational component of the program, it 
was not expected that the college students would gain a deep understanding of the political or 
historical context of our area school district, but that they would begin to recognize some of the 
social and cultural dynamics of the school they were working with, based on their interactions 
with the student population there. Most participants (18) were able to identify at least one 
element that would indicate understanding of the social context of the school. Half of students 
exhibiting and understanding of civic knowledge noted the intelligence and eagerness to learn of 



the elementary students.  7 of these 18 students commented on the diversity of the children, 
while 6 students understood that the children were from an under-resourced school. These data 
(Table 4) suggest that a single interaction with elementary students allowed the college students 
to begin to understand the social context of their partner school.  
 
Table 4: College student responses to Civic Knowledge 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 

Civic Knowledge 

Diverse       x x      x x x        x x 

Under- 
resourced  x x     x    x   x x          

Eager x  x x       x  x x    x x  x     

 
Civic Learning 
Civic learning refers to a student’s proficiency in transferring academic knowledge to the 
solution of a practical question. For Connected Classrooms, this question is how to effectively 
communicate complex information to different populations. 20 of the responding students were 
able to recognize tactics that did, or would have helped them be successful in transferring their 
knowledge to their elementary partners. 8 of these 20 students felt they were successful breaking 
down the water cycle into understandable parts. Half of respondents felt they could engage the 
children more effectively by making their modules more interactive, while 11 felt they could 
have been better prepared. Some indicators of this were the desire for more time and the 
expression that they wished they had prepared more material to share. The data suggest (Table 5) 
that a single teaching experience with children can help college students understand how to more 
effectively communicate complex information by identifying what they have done well and how 
they might improve.  
 
Table 5: College student responses to Civil Learning 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 

Civic Learning 

Understand- 
able parts x x   x            x    x x x x  

Interactive  x x       x  x x x x    x   x x   

Preparation    x x   x  x x   x    x  x  x x x  

 
Civic Reflection 
Civic reflection describes the students’ capacity to retrospectively evaluate their reactions to their 
community engagement experiences. Specifically, Connected Classrooms seeks to uncover how 
college students translate their emotional responses into intellectual understanding and to what 
extent these responses are similar across respondents. 20 of the 25 students responding to the 
survey indicated understanding in at least one of four common areas. A majority, 11 of 20, 



indicated that a feeling of connection between them and the elementary students was necessary 
to a successful module. Half of responding participants recognized an element of reciprocity in 
their experience - they gained as much as they gave. Some examples of things they felt they 
gained are a deeper understanding of core academic material, a deeper understanding of the 
dynamics of the community, and understanding of how to communicate with people different 
from themselves. For similar reasons, 6 college students found the experience rewarding, while 
two indicated it helped to reveal their own privilege in terms of their early educational 
experiences. These data (Table 6) suggest that most students are able to reflect meaningfully on 
their experiences and to process them intellectually.  
 
Table 6: College student responses to Civic Reflection 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 

Civic Reflection 

Connect x  x x x    x x     x x x   x x     

Privilege  x          x              

Rewarding x      x       x   x   x x     

Reciprocity x  x  x      x   x  x      x x x x 

 
Civic Efficacy 
Civic Efficacy refers to a student’s confidence in their ability to apply their skills and knowledge 
toward meaningful change in their communities. Most students responded positively to the 
question, “How confident do you feel in your ability to make a meaningful contribution to your 
community?” so other indicators were employed to determine this confidence. We looked at the 
question, “Based on this community engagement experience, please provide a few reasons you 
would or would not participate in community engagement in the future,” in order to uncover this 
information.  Responses were analyzed for characteristics of a strong community engagement 
partnership. Student responses (Table 7) most consistently revealed that effective community 
engagement requires dedication, and that the impact can be significant. 19 of 25 survey 
respondents indicated understanding in these areas. 7 students commented on the dedication 
required, while a majority of 13 indicated they felt their work had made an impact on their 
elementary partners.  
 
Table 7: College student responses to Civic Efficacy 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 

Civic Efficacy 

Requires 
dedication x    x     x   x     x  x     x 

Impact x  x  x  x  x x x x   x  x  x    x x  

 
Responses revealed that some questions need to be modified in order to uncover more reliable 
data in future iterations of the program. Modifying these questions will allow students to provide 



more honest and relevant feedback. Current questions, the indicator they are meant to measure, 
and their proposed modifications are outlined in Table 8. 
 
Table 8: Comparison of current and proposed modification to questions 

Current Indicator(s) Proposed 

It has been said that one 
doesn't truly understand 
something until they can 
explain it to someone else. 
Please talk about one thing 
you believe you explained 
particularly well to the 
children in your lesson. 

Civic Learning 
Civic Efficacy 

Explain some methods you 
employed to make the 
academic material 
understandable to elementary 
school children. 

How confident do you feel in 
your ability to make a 
meaningful contribution to 
your community?  

Civic Efficacy Please describe some of your 
own skills and knowledge you 
believe you can apply toward 
the benefit of your 
community. 

 
Elementary Students 
Of the two elementary schools, only one was able to properly conduct the survey, although 
anecdotally, responses at both schools aligned.   
 
A focus group of 10 elementary school students conducted by the Communities in Schools 
Coordinator at X Elementary revealed that these students almost unanimously communicated an 
increased awareness of and interest in post-secondary education. While all 10 students indicated 
they wanted to go to college, 2 expressed concern about the likelihood of it.  
 
Increased Awareness about College Questions 
Table 9: Increased Awareness - Elementary school student Question #1 

Do you have more knowledge about college after visiting and participating? 

Positive Responses “Yes” Negative Responses “No” 

10 0 

Examples 

“It was cool because we are only like 10 or 11 and even got to learn about college now. I hope 
I remember it for a long time… I think I will” 

“I didn’t know you could learn anything you want. And you got to pick.” 



“You can get a better job and better experiences by going.” 
 
Table 10: Increased Awareness - Elementary school student Question #2 

What did you learn that you did not know before? 

Positive Responses Negative Responses 

10 0 

Examples 

“It was cool because we are only like 10 or 11 and even got to learn about college now. I hope 
I remember it for a long time… I think I will” 

“I didn’t know you could learn anything you want. And you got to pick.” 

“You can get a better job and better experiences by going.” 
 
Table 11: Increased Awareness - Elementary school student Question #3 

What are things you want to know more about/have questions about? 

Positive Responses “Yes” Negative Responses “No” 

10 0 

Examples 

“How much does it cost?” –this sparked a conversation about scholarships and how you get 
one –they decided it was by playing sports, getting good grades, having good behavior or 
playing an instrument 

“Why is it so much nicer? Why do they have better food?” 
 
College Interest Questions 
Table 11: College Interest - Elementary school student Question #1 

Are you more interested in college after visiting our college and participating in activities 
on a college campus? 

Positive Responses Negative Responses 

10 0 

Examples 



“Yes, I did not know how big it was and how many things you could do.” 

“I want to see more colleges.” 

“It is interesting because the people are from different places. Like not everyone is from the 
same state.” 

“Yes, everyone was so well-behaved and… mature.” 

“Yeah, a cool thing about it is you get a lot of exercise and can do so many things there.” 
 
 
Table 12: College Interest - Elementary school student Question #2 

Do you want to know more? 

Positive Responses “Yes” Negative Responses “No” 

10 0 

Examples 

“Are you stuck there? Like if you live there do you have to stay there all the time and can’t 
leave?” 

“What do students do when they are not in class?” 

“What do your parents do when you are in college? Do they see you? 
  
Table 13: College Interest - Elementary school student Question #3 

Do you want to visit more colleges/campus again? 

Positive Responses “Yes” Negative Responses “No” 

9 1 

Examples 

“Yes, it was so neat and clean!” “It was still just like school. I thought it was 
boring.” 

 
  



 
Table 14: College Interest - Elementary school student Question #4 

Do you want to hear more from students? 

Positive Responses “Yes” Negative Responses “No” 

10 0 

Examples   

“Yeah the tour people were really funny.” 

“Yeah and they explained everything better.” 

“Where are they from? I want to know.” 
 
College Aspirations Questions 
Table 14: College Aspirations - Elementary school student Question #1 

Do you want to go to college? 

Positive Responses “Yes Negative Responses “No” 

10 0 
 
Table 15: College Aspirations - Elementary school student Question #2 

 Do you think you can go to college? Why or why not? 

Positive Responses “Yes” Negative Responses “No” 

8 2 

Examples 

“I am going to start saving soon.” “No, I don’t have a lot of money.” 

“I will have a job and go to college. My 
uncle does both.” 

“I think I will have to have a job. So, I won’t 
have time.” 

“My mom is saving for me to go.”   
 
Closed-response questions were used in the initial evaluation of elementary students’ experience 
in order to ensure that responses were relevant to the question asked. Following the initial data 
analysis, however, it became obvious that the true value of the children’s responses lay in their 
explanations. As a result, we will conduct a qualitative evaluation of the children’s experiences 



in future iterations of the program. Because of the age of the students, the evaluation will be 
limited to three open-ended questions (Table 16) evaluating knowledge, interest, and aspiration.  
 
 
Table 16: Modification of elementary student experience questions 

Question  Indicator 

Talk about one or two things you learned 
about college that you didn’t know before 
going on this field trip 

College Knowledge 

Tell us about a few college subjects or 
programs you want to know more about 

College Interest 

Imagine you’re about to graduate high school. 
Talk about what you see yourself doing next 

College Aspiration 

 
 
Conclusions  
The goal of this Connected Classrooms study was twofold: 1) understand how early exposure to 
a college environment influences knowledge of, interest in, and aspirations toward post-
secondary education in populations less likely to explore college; 2) evaluate the impact on 
College students’ sense of civic knowledge, civic learning, civic reflection, and civic efficacy. 
(defined above). 
 
While participation in Connected Classrooms revealed an increased awareness of and interest in 
college among elementary students, more attention needs to be paid to increasing the 
understanding that college can be accessible, regardless of income. To this end, programs are 
being developed in the Area Middle School and High School so that children in the district, 
particularly those from lower income families, experience seamless contact with our college 
throughout their educational careers. Programs at the middle school level will focus on exploring 
specific careers and college majors in greater detail so that children can begin to understand the 
choices they need to make to realize their post-secondary aspirations. Programming at the high 
school level will focus on readiness and will include support in completing job and college 
applications, resume and personal statement writing, applying for scholarships and loans, and 
filling out the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA).  The interest in college 
revealed by the elementary focus group suggests that extending similar programs into the later 
grades can help students feel more prepared for post-secondary careers and education. 
 
Generally, the majority of students participating in an introductory civil and environmental 
engineering course indicated elements of active citizenship based on responses to questions 
measuring civic knowledge, civic learning, civic reflection, and civic efficacy following a one-
time community engagement experience that partnered them with students in an elementary 
school classroom. Greater attention should be paid at the beginning of the semester to providing 
students with the historical, political, and social context necessary to frame their interactions 



with the younger students and to help develop their sense of civic knowledge as it relates to our 
community. 
 
The current iteration measures only the existence of civic knowledge, civic learning, civic 
reflection, and civic efficacy following participation in Connected Classrooms. A pre-evaluation 
measuring response in the four indicators of active citizenship would allow us to better 
understand what kind, if any, growth has occurred as a result of participation and to help develop 
their sense of civic knowledge as it relates to our community. 
 
In summary, future iterations of this study will include a more comprehensive civic education 
component and qualitative analysis of elementary students. As Aspirations continues to evolve, 
programming at the middle school level will provide a theoretical solution to the barriers to 
higher education identified at the elementary level. When students in the after-school program 
visit Lafayette College in the spring, we might consider hosting a career/college fair in our 
student center where they can connect with our career and admissions center staff as well as 
representatives from local companies. At the high school level, greater attention will be paid to 
providing the knowledge and tools students need to complete successful financial aid forms, 
applications, personal statements, and resumes. Collectively, these programs will continue to 
support our partners in the school district, our district’s children, and our own students.  
 
 
NOTE: Due to the impact of COVID-19, Lafayette College along with other colleges, 
universities and grade schools across the county moved to a remote environment.   Because of 
this impactful event, Connected Classrooms and other all other Aspiration programs were put on 
hold for Spring 2020.  
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