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College Access Web Portal

Program
COMPASS Guide

www.compassguide.org

Technologies
Website

Cost
$100,000 per year

Description

This one-stop college access portal provides a wealth of information to greater
Milwaukee-area high school students and their parents. Anyone can access the
website to learn about college preparation, high school activity timelines,
choosing a career and college, technical schools and apprenticeships, financial
aid, scholarships, and application procedures. The site is organized in separate
sections targeting students, parents, counselors, pre-college staff and com-
munity members. While free registration is not required to view general articles
and links, it is necessary for those who wish to download scholarship application
forms or to search the database of information on more than 5,500 two- and
four-year colleges nationwide. For a nominal fee, schools and community
organizations can elect to receive copies of COMPASS Guide’s biannual news-
letter for distribution to students and parents. COMPASS Guide staff also can be
brought in to conduct group presentations about the website at a small cost.
Free walk-in advising and coaching is provided at area public libraries during
scheduled evening and weekend hours throughout the school year.

Need

COMPASS Guide seeks to increase post-secondary access for Milwaukee youth,
particularly those who are low-income, minority, or the first in their families to
attend college. “These populations attend post-secondary institutions at a
significantly lower percentage than those coming from suburban districts or
those children of college-attending families,” said Vicki Turner, COMPASS
Guide director.

Evolution
The website began in 2001 simply as a way to advertise local scholarships
offered by the Greater Milwaukee Foundation, which paid for the startup. It
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soon expanded to include other pre-college and college access information
through a widening network of partners and sponsors, including foundations,
the Milwaukee Public School district and community groups. In 2006, the
program further grew to include a demonstration project funded by a grant from
the Lumina Foundation’s Partnership for College Access and Success. This
project allows COMPASS Guide to provide direct services to students at four
inner-city Milwaukee public high schools at an additional cost of $125,000 per
year. Services include student advising, scholarship and financial aid clinics,
classroom presentations and student visits to college fairs and campuses.

Results

COMPASS Guide staff is in the process of gathering data on the results of the
Lumina Foundation project. Baseline information from the four high schools
included in the demonstration shows that one-third of 2006 graduates enrolled
in college, and 75 percent of those remained after the fall semester. Future
graduating classes will be compared to the baseline group to determine
success.

Problems and solutions

e “One issue will always be, who wants to pay for this?” Turner says. Solution:
Many foundations and non-profit community groups fund programs aimed at
increasing educational achievement.

o Website management is a challenge. Solution: COMPASS Guide utilizes an
inexpensive webmaster, offered by a non-profit institute within the University
of Wisconsin Milwaukee system. “He has the capacity to write the software
and the code, so that | don't have to jerry-rig a Microsoft product, or any
other product, to be able to do the things we want to do,” Turner says.

e Some low-income, minority and first-generation students do not have a
computer at home with internet access. Solution: “That's why we go to the
public libraries to provide coaching and advising,” Turner says. “That's one
place where people without high-speed access can go, and those machines
are always signed out.”

Secrets to success

1. Secure buy-in from others. COMPASS Guide regularly convenes an
advisory group of stakeholders from K-12 and post-secondary institutions to
discuss college access issues and ways to improve the program'’s efforts.
Partners with input are more eager to provide financial or in-kind resources
needed to make things work, Turner says.

COMPASS Guide enjoys cooperation from technical schools, colleges and

universities across Wisconsin. As a result, for example, a school-year calendar
is in the works for area high school distribution. The calendar will pull
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together key dates for college testing, for all regional college open houses,
plus the schools’ application deadlines and more.

2. Management neutrality. COMPASS Guide is managed by the staff of an
independent institute under the auspices of the University of Wisconsin
Milwaukee, but the institute is separate from UWM recruitment. “My
accountability is about whether or not these students are going on to school,
not whether they're at UWM,"” Turner says. It doesn’t matter to me if they go
to Milwaukee Technical College, or Marquette, or anywhere else.”

3. Updated website content. “We use the website to advertise upcoming
events, like national college fairs and walk-on advising,” Turner says. “We
direct them to college access programs where they can live on college
campuses for a week.”

4. Opportunities for feedback. COMPASS Guide provides ways online for
website users to comment on its effectiveness and to s
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