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Purpose of the Inquiry 

 

San Diego Mesa College (Mesa) is one of nine participating colleges in Community College Pathways 

(CCP), a statewide Community of Practice focused on improving former foster youth student success in 

California Community Colleges. Mesa has developed grant objectives with the CCP initiative to deepen 

its current work with former foster youth students.  The program inquiry was designed to inform this 

work, gathering data from multiple college departments across the institution. To aid in the discovery, 

the Career Ladders Project (CLP) provided a Program Inquiry Tool (see attached), a set of questions to 

gather initial data. Informational interviews were conducted to document the college’s current 

approaches to serving former foster youth.  

 

Snapshot of Activities and Services 

 

The CCP Project at Mesa is housed in the Extended Opportunity Programs and Services (EOPS) 

department on campus. The EOPS department supports enhanced services to foster youth through the 

FAST (Fostering Academic Success and Transitions) Scholars Program.  Myra Gonzalez is the lead contact 

for the CCP grant and is a college EOPS counselor in the Student Services Division.  Her designated title is 

EOPS Counselor.  

 

Mesa offers the following to support college and career outcomes of former foster youth: 

 

 The FAST (Fostering Academic Success and Transitions) Scholars Program was established in 

Summer 2008 to assist former foster youth in making the college transition to Mesa College. 
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FAST Scholars is the recognized hub for foster youth support1. EOPS eligibility and requirements 

provide the framework; however, additional aid is provided to former foster youth depending 

on need. Enrolled FAST Scholar students receive services such as cash grants, campus meal 

vouchers, transportation, class materials, and referrals to community-based and campus-based 

services. Other year-round program benefits include priority registration; academic, personal 

and career counseling; and leadership development through peer activities. The FAST Scholars 

Summer Institute, a one-week bridge to college program that focuses on making the transition 

to college for a new cohort of students each year, includes applying for college, financial aid 

guidance, and classroom experiences with faculty.  

 

The FAST Scholars Coordinator guides students though college and career planning; FAST 

Scholars are encouraged to enroll in a personal growth course that focuses on topics such as 

financial literacy, time management, decision making, study and behavioral skills, and strategies 

for balancing family, education and career. The program approach recognizes that academics 

alone are not the key to success for this population. Students also benefit from connecting with 

campus networks and engaging in social events and activities. 

 

During the inquiry process, we met with a current FAST Scholar who has  expressed strong 

interest in a leadership role in the program. This student will soon become an EOPS student 

worker, serving as peer counselor to foster youth and working on communication for the FAST 

Scholars program.  

 

 The Financial Aid Officer, as FYSI Liaison, is the lead for creating campus awareness regarding 

the special needs of former foster youth.  She maintains frequent communication with the FAST 

Scholars Coordinator, as well as county and state programs, to provide a high level of support. 

As a result, the EOPS and Financial Aid departments closely collaborate on support services that 

promote student success and retention. The Financial Aid Officer assists students with 

emergency or floating loans and repayment agreement strategies when needed. To further 

assist former foster youth in gaining financial independence, students are encouraged to attend 

financial literacy workshops provided through Financial Aid. Each year the Financial Aid Office 

                                                            
1 In the 2008-09 Mesa College Student Services Report, FAST Scholars received the following recognition: 

The FAST Scholars (Fostering Academic Success & Transition) for foster youth flourished in 2008-2009. 
Committed to providing the most comprehensive foster youth college transition program in the region, 
Mesa’s FAST Scholars Program saw its numbers increase from five to thirty-eight students in 2008-2009 
alone. A significant milestone was reached this year as three Mesa FAST Scholars transferred to 4-year 
institutions (UCLA, University of Colorado, and Clark Atlanta University). New partnerships were 
developed with Casey Family Programs, ACCESS and YES (Youth Empowerment Services) Transition 
Network, strengthening our ties with the foster youth community. Two highlight events worth mentioning 
were the College Connection Day and the FAST Scholars Summer Institute. The Feb. 27th, 2009 College 
Connection Day event saw 65 high school foster youth come to Mesa’s campus for a full day welcome and 
college exposure program. The FAST Scholars Summer Institute, instituted in summer 2008, is a week long 
summer readiness program designed to equip foster youth with the knowledge and resources for college 
transition. 
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hosts College Sunday, an event to assist high school students and their families with financial aid 

requirements and the general process for college entrance. Since 2003, this event has included a 

special focus on serving foster youth. 

 

 Additional efforts are made to refer foster youth to other special programs that offer assistance 

with childcare, transportation, tutoring or special instructional support, emergency loans, and 

book and meal vouchers. On campus, students are referred to appropriate programs such as 

CalWORKs/CARE for low income single parents, the MESA Academy, or the Puente Project 

according to their eligibility. MESA Academy, with an African American emphasis, and the 

Puente Project, with a Latino emphasis, are both cohort-based learning communities offering 

integrated instruction and linked classes. Foster youth qualify for the STAR TRIO Program on 

campus, a federally funded program that includes one-on-one and group tutoring, computer lab 

use, self-directed study groups and assistance with book loans and child care. 

 

 Several primary off-campus relationships serve as primary referral agencies. The San Pasqual 

Academy, a residential foster youth program, and the County Department of Social Services are 

increasingly aware of the FAST Scholars program and, as a result, foster youth are increasingly 

referred to Mesa College.  

 

Identifying Foster Youth at Mesa 

Former foster youth are identified at several points during the admission process.  Direct referrals from 

group homes, the county ILP program, and the list of Chaffee Grant recipients are primary identifiers for 

former foster youth. Students self-identify on the FAFSA and EOPS applications.  As of Fall 2010, Mesa 

has an additional collection point.  Each time a student enrolls in classes, the registration system (REGY) 

automatically takes the student to a short survey prior to making their class selections.  The survey asks 

specific questions regarding foster care,  SSI,  veteran status, as well as,  questions regarding income and 

other demographics.  However, students have the option to decline to respond and continue to enroll in 

classes.   

 the college application will include a self-declaration question regarding former foster youth status. 

Collaborative relationships across student services continue to help identify former foster youth who are 

served by campus programs such as CalWORKs, CARE, TRIO STARS, MESA Academy, the Puente Project, 

and DSPS.  

 

As of Spring 2010, 47 students are enrolled in the FAST Scholars program; their course persistence and 

academic progress is tracked to assist and determine counseling interventions. The STARS/TRIO Program 

reports serving five former foster youth; foster youth in the TRIO Program are not tracked separately 

from the program’s student population. 

 

As a result of this inquiry, Institutional Research has agreed to report on former foster youth student 

outcome data beginning in late Fall 2010. Strategies include adding a self-identifying question on the 
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college application and working collaboratively with community and campus partners to develop a 

method that can utilize existing student identifiers to contact enrolled former foster youth and begin the 

tracking progress.  

 

Going Forward 

 

The strengths of this program include established connections across college departments, as well as a 

strong collaboration with external partners. The college’s foster youth services are supported by a few 

strong advocates who leverage knowledge, connections and resources to improve the outcomes of this 

special population. The college’s goal of broadening this core group of advocates on campus could 

further Mesa’s work with institutionalizing data collection, increasing student engagement, and 

collaborating more closely with instructional faculty. 

Mesa College has identified objectives focused on increased student outcomes leading to certificate 
completion, graduation, and/or transfer. Specifically, during the grant period Mesa wants to work on: 

 using institutional data to inform campus leadership on planning and strategies to improve 

former foster youth student outcomes. 

 providing increased and consistent student engagement opportunities. 

 developing methods to improve the connections between faculty and instructional programs to 

existing services for foster youth. 

From our observations, the opportunities to build on current work are numerous, including working with 

Institutional Research to provide specialized reports on student outcomes and exploring the creation of 

an element in the existing student database system.  Opportunities to identify former foster youth 

through the inclusion of a self-declaration question on the college application, share data sharing across 

programs and examine current student enrollments could provide a body of information regarding the 

total number of foster youth served by the college and shed light on persistence, course success, and 

certificate and degree completions rates.  Including former foster youth among the special populations 

identified in the Freshman Year Experience Report is yet another strategy to expand reporting over time. 

Utilizing the grant period to design sustainable strategies around cohort team building, social and 

recognition events for former foster youth students is beneficial.  The college could draw from 

promising youth development and student leadership practices while deepening collaboration with on 

and off campus groups .   

There is opportunity at Mesa to bridge student service efforts with instruction by using former foster 

youth needs and trends data to discuss elements that contribute to student persistence and course 

completion. Developing strategies with identified instructional faculty who have expressed interest in 

working with foster youth and including faculty from Basic Skills and effective learning communities 

could inform the college goals. While sensitivity training has been provided by Casey Family Programs 

for EOPS counselors and staff, expanding awareness efforts to faculty and administration may assist in 

the campus connection. Efforts to include career and technical education instructional programs may 
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provide additional resources as students pursue career pathways that lead to employment and 

continuing education.  

 

The college already brings an effective approach to serving former foster youth to this endeavor.  Mesa's 

plan to institutionalize data collection and expand engagement with students and instructional faculty 

will move this promising work forward, resulting over time in improved educational outcomes for 

students.  
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COMMUNITY COLLEGE PATHWAYS FOR FOSTER YOUTH (CCP) 

PROGRAM INQUIRY TOOL 
 

This Program Inquiry Tool is a set of common questions which will help in the gathering of informative 

data to meet your CCP grant objectives.  CLP will work with you to use this tool at the beginning and at 

the conclusion of the grant and provide technical assistance to synthesize findings which deepen 

campus discussions on former foster youth student outcomes. 

 

Tier 1 - How Many Foster Youth? 

 How many former foster youth were served by your college in your last fall semester (what 
about the current term)?  If applicable, how many students participate in your targeted foster 
youth program? 

 How far back do you have data which indicates foster youth served by your college?  
 How do you identify former foster youth? (for example: institutional research, financial aid, 

EOPS, admissions and records, your own program, other).  Is the number exact or estimated?   
Do specific programs collect student identifiers, such as a SSN or a college ID number? 

 

Tier 2 – Outcomes 

 Do you track foster youth student outcomes such as persistence, course success, certificate, 
degree and completion rates, GPA, etc?  If so, what do you track and how often?  To whom is 
the information reported? 

 Are there other grants/funding/contracts to which your college reports enrolled former foster 
youth student outcomes?  (what about FYSI reporting or the college’s Student Equity Plans) 

 How do you use this data for program improvement? 
 

Tier 3 – Activities and Services 

 

 If applicable, describe your college recruitment and/or transition-to-college services specifically 
for former foster youth (example: bridge program, summer session, high school outreach). 

 What campus services are in place for former foster youth’s first term? Are these the services 
which also support the career planning goals for former foster youth? 

 Are the same campus services available for subsequent terms?  Address any increase or 
decrease in services as students progress.  Are students given assistance with transitions?  If so, 
please describe.  

 Are any particular instructional approaches used for foster youth and/or other disadvantaged 
students on your campus?  (i.e. learning community cohorts, contextualized instruction, 
guidance courses, other) 

 How do existing partnerships with outside agencies, such as community-based groups, WIBs, 
etc., help support former foster youth while they are attending college?  Address scope and 
frequency. 

 Describe the challenges, gaps in services and/or instructional practices that exist at your 
campus. 

 What seem to be the most promising elements (strengths in services and/or instructional 
practices) on your campus? 


