Your connection to success!

Minnesota

Year 4 Evaluation Report (2017 - 2018)

This report reflects the 4™ year of the ongoing after-school U Connect program in
Minneapolis, MN and St. Paul, MN. The program includes mentoring sessions, STEM
education, nutrition education, and family engagement sessions for middle school students
and their parents or guardians. This report describes the general attitudes, beliefs, and
experiences of students participating in U Connect during the 2017-18 school year.

This project is funded by USDA, National Institute of Food and Agriculture, Children, Youth
and Families at Risk (CYFAR) Grant Program, 2014-2019 (Dr. Jodi Dworkin, Pl & Dr. Lynne
Borden, Co-Pl; Ms. Rita Fleming, PI for TN sites). The foundation program,

Check & Connect, is an evidence-based intervention developed at the University of
Minnesota to promote young people’s self-regulation, intrinsic motivation, and persistence to
increase engagement with school and learning. The Check & Connect approach to
mentoring helps ensure that U Connect youth, who may be at risk for disengagement with
school, develop positive relationships with an adult mentor, develop academic and social
skills, and strengthen connection to school and learning.

At the beginning and the end of each academic year, participants in grades 6-9 completed a
pretest and a posttest survey on their experiences with U Connect. In Fall 2017, the pretest
survey was completed by 52 students (54% female). In Spring 2018, the posttest survey
was completed by 42 students (62% female). Additionally, program mentors tracked student
attendance, academic performance, school behavior, interventions, and conversations with
students and their families. This report includes a summary of these Check & Connect data.

Survey Findings

1. What Students Learned in the Program

Young people reported learning a variety of skills related to peer interaction, communication,
and decision-making in the program, using a five-point scale ranging from “Never” to
“‘Always.” Participant responses indicated students gained new skills and knowledge by the
end of the school year, i.e., communication skills, social skills, and decision-making skills.
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Participant Learning Pre (n=52) | Post (n=42)
“A lot” and “Always”

Young people learn about getting along with others 75% 81%
Young people learn about treating others with 67% 83%
respect

Young people learn how to make good decisions 75% 74%
Young people learn different ways to talk to one 65% 64%
another

2. Experiences with Peers in the Program

Young people reported on their experiences with peers in the program using a five-point
scale ranging from “Never” to “Always.” Overall, participants’ interactions with peers stayed
ositive throughout the school year.

Experiences with peers Pre (n=52) Post (n=42)
“A lot” and “Always”

Young people respect one another 63% 55%

If someone is being picked on, young people try to 44% 41%

stop it

Young people protect others from bullies 40% 38%

3. Experiences with Adults in the Program

Young people reported on their experiences with adults (mentors and program staff) using a
five-point scale ranging from “Never” to “Always.” Participants reported experiencing
increasingly positive interactions with adults in the program, with most participants indicating
that adults in the program helped enforce the rules and were eager to help students.

Experiences with adults in the program Pre (n=52) | Post (n=42)
“A lot” and “Always”

Adults make sure the rules are being followed 90% 98%

Adults are eager to help young people 85% 95%

Young people and adults work together to plan 67% 64%

activities

4. Personal Values and Beliefs

Students responded to a series of questions about the values and beliefs they held and how
important each of the beliefs were to them, on a four-point scale from “Not Important” to
“‘Extremely Important.” Student responses indicated very high levels of commitment to
personal values and beliefs, such as responsibility and acting according to their values,
even under pressure.

Student personal values and beliefs Pre (n=52) | Post (n=42)
“Important” and “Extremely Important”
Doing my best, even when | have a job | don'’t like 96% 98%
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Doing what | believe is right, even if my friends 92% 98%
make fun of me

Accepting responsibility for my actions when | make 87% 83%
a mistake or get in trouble

5. Future Academic Goals

Students responded to questions on future plans and the importance of education on a four-
point scale ranging from “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree.” Most program participants
reported a positive attitude toward and strong commitment to education in high school and

beyond.
Student statements about future goals Pre (n=52) | Post (n=42)
“Agree” and “Strongly Agree”

My education will create many future opportunities 94% 100%
for me

| plan to continue my education following high 94% 100%
school

I am hopeful about my future 94% 98%
Going to school after high school is important 92% 98%

6. Family Support

Students reported on their beliefs about family support for education on a four-point scale
ranging from “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree.” Most students reported very high
levels of family support for engagement with school, both when students were doing well
and when they faced challenges throughout the school year.

Student statements about family support Pre (n=52) \ Post (n=42)
“Agree” and “Strongly Agree”
My family/guardian want me to keep trying when 94% 100%

things are tough at school

When something good happens at school, my 94% 95%
family/guardian want to know about it

When | have problems at school my family/guardian 89% 93%
are willing to help me

7. Learning about Nutrition

Lessons on nutrition education are an integral part of U Connect. Students reported how
hard it would be to choose healthy food options over unhealthy options on a three-point
scale from “Not Hard at All” to “Very Hard.” Overall, program participants reported some
challenges in making healthy food choices at the beginning and end of the school year.
Students reported an increase in some healthy behaviors (such as eating fruit for an after-
school snack) and a slight decrease in others.
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How hard students thought it would be to... Pre (n=52) Post (n=42)
“Not hard at all”

Eat fruit for an after-school snack 60% 69%
Drink 1% or skim milk instead of 2% or whole milk 52% 48%
Eat vegetables for a snack 52% 38%
Eat a low-fat snack like pretzels instead of chips 48% 38%
Choose water instead of soda pop or Kool-Aid 42% 43%
when thirsty

Check & Connect Mentor Form Summary

Mentors filled out the Check & Connect forms in Excel in the fall of 2017 (September 2017 -
December 2017) for 43 students and via a web-based application in the spring of 2018
(January 2018 - May 2018) for 44 students.

The “Check” data included behavioral engagement information (tardy to school, skipping
classes, absenteeism, suspension, behavior referrals, detention) and academic engagement
data (core course grades). These data were collected primarily from U Connect student
school records, with the help of school staff and teachers, to be discussed with students.
The “Connect” component of the model refers to both formal and informal meetings between
mentor and the student throughout the school year, designed to build mentor-student
relationships, and support the mentor in offering feedback and support as well as
addressing student concerns or challenges. The “Connect” component also includes
communication between the mentor and student’s parents, family members or guardians.

U Connect students formally met with their mentor 6 times a month on average during the
school year. Informally, the number of meetings ranged from 2 to 11 times per month.
Formal mentor-student communication occurred mostly in the program classroom spaces.
Informal communication occurred in and outside the classrooms. Mentors recorded notes
and observations on student’s progress and outlined specific goals for each student.

The four basic interventions used by the mentors at both Minnesota sites were “Providing
regular feedback on student progress”, “Discussing staying in school”, and “Problem-solving
about risk”. Intensive interventions were tailored for each student based on student interest
or needs that were identified during the check-in meetings and informal conversations.
Intensive interventions that U Connect mentors utilized most often were facilitating goal
setting; facilitating tutoring; discussing academic progress and supports; discussing

behavior and supports; and facilitating social skills.

Mentors varied in their frequency of communication with parents, guardians or family
members. Family communication focused on informal conversations while connecting,
partnering, and engaging with participants’ family members/guardians. Examples of
communication included greeting parents when they picked their kids up in hallways or on
the playground, conversations about how students were doing in school, and follow-up calls
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when students were behind on their homework. At one site, the mentor also attended the
monthly U Connect family engagement sessions facilitated by a University of Minnesota
Extension Educator. At another site, many participant families belong to a local church
congregation, facilitating informal mentor-family communication.

Conclusion

This report summarizes 2017-18 U Connect participant experiences in Minnesota, including
youth behavioral and academic engagement indicators, attitudes towards the program,
personal values and beliefs, and how much family support for education they received.

1. Development of positive behaviors and attitudes. Eighty-three percent of students
indicated they learned about treating others with respect, while 81% indicated they
learned about getting along with each other, 74% indicated they learned about
making good decisions, and 64% learned of different ways of talking with each other.
Overall, youth reported that programming was helping them become better peers and
communicators. Young people also reported that the adults in the program were
eager to help them (95%) and that they were respected by peers (55%).

By the end of the school year, 100% of participating youth planned to continue
learning throughout high school; between 98% and 100% responded that they
understood the importance of education for future success; and 98% felt hopeful
about the future. 98% indicated it was important to do one’s best despite challenges
and do what one believes is right, while 83% reported increased commitment to
accepting responsibility for their actions. Responses reflected participants’ strong
values and further development of character, coping skills, and self-control, - qualities
that are important for setting and reaching academic goals.

2. Family involvement in and connection to school. Ninety-three percent of youth
responded that their family was willing to help them if they experienced problems at
school. Overall, all students (100%) indicated their family wanted them to keep going
to school when things are tough, and 95% shared academic successes and positive
school experiences with family members. The mentors also worked to establish a
relationship and regular communication with participants’ families or guardians.

U Connect was designed to facilitate cognitive, behavioral, and affective engagement with
school and learning for academically at-risk middle school youth in a safe and nurturing
environment. The promising results outlined above suggest that program participants in
Minnesota are developing confidence and skills to achieve academic success. There is
shared determination among program staff to build a sustainable program by engaging
youth in the U Connect program in Minnesota. U Connect will continue until August 2019.

Report prepared by Diana Yefanova, University of Minnesota, Department of Family Social Science,
with support from Dr. Jodi Dworkin and Samantha LeBouef, M.A. Please direct questions to Dr. Jodi
Dworkin (jdworkin@umn.edu).




