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Raising Minority Academic Achievement

High School Puente

A Summary of:

“Final Report of the Evaluation of High
School Puente: 1994-1998” (December 1998)
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High School Puente (named for the Spanish word
for bridge) isaprogram to help more Latino
adolescents successfully bridgethetransition from
high school to four-year colleges. L atino students
constituted thelargest population group inthe
Californiapublic schools (41% of the K-12 student
population), but they had the lowest participation
ratesin higher education of all groups. Out of every
100 L atino studentsin tenth grade, only four
qualified for the University of California(UC)
system and only one actually enrolled. Puenteaims
to increase L atino participation in higher education
by raising student skillsand aspirationsthrough
critical thinking and writing instruction, college
counseling and mentoring. 1t providesafocused,
supportiveand culturally sensitivelearning
environment that fosters student success. Puente
currently operatesin 30 high schools acrossthe
state of California.

Puente was initially designed to target non-
immigrant, English-speaking, Mexican
American students as they enter high school in
the ninth grade, although Latino students from
other countries also participate, as do students
of other races/ethnic groups. Classes are
comprised entirely of a heterogeneously-skilled
Puente cohort of 25-30 students. Puente tries
to serve students who demonstrate a sincere
desire to excel or improve in school and who
“buy into” a college-preparatory ideology.
Teachers and counselors from feeder middle
schools nominate students, who are selected
on the basis of fitting into one of four
categories (described under Key Findings).

The 3 Puente case study sites examined in the
evaluations collectively included 75 Puente
students who began ninth grade in 1994 and a
comparison group of 75 non-Puente students
(due to student attrition, the final evaluated
group was 144 students). The 3 sites chosen
were deemed to be representative of all Puente
sites with respect to urbanicity, population
demographics, location and gender and

\ethnicity of staff.

Key Findings

The May 1998 eval uation reported college
admissionstest-taking for matched comparison
groups of Puente and non-Puente students, showing
that Puente students were more likely to take the
PSAT in grades 9-10 and the ACT or SAT in grades
11-12. [See Table]

The December 1998 study included acomparison
of the college-going rates of Puente and non-Puente
students (N=144). Puente students were twice as
likely to attend aschool inthe University of
Californiasystem (7% vs. 4%) or the California
State University system (33% vs. 15%).
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For the sake of analysis, the December 1998
evaluation also brokethe students down into
achievement categoriesasfollows:

+ Category 1: high achieverswith good grades,
test scores and motivation (N=38).

+ Category 2: high potential studentswith
inconsistent grades and scores (N=52).

+ Category 3: studentswith good effort, but lower
grades (N=36).

+ Category 4: studentswith ahistory of low
performance and low effort, but recommended
by ateacher as capable of performing at a
higher level (N=24).

Thisevaluation also charted percentages of Puente
and non-Puente studentswho completed their
college entrance requirements— core academic
coursesthat include English, foreign language,
science, math and social studies—which are
necessary to be eligible for UC and many other
selectiveinstitutions, though not necessarily for
CdliforniaState University (CSU).

+ More Puente than non-Puente students (44%
vs. 35%) completed the UC requirements. With
regard to the compl etion of requirements, the

4 .
“With respect to preparation for college,
Puente students reported knowing more about
what was needed to go on to college; they
completed college preparatory cour sework at
much higher rates; they took college entrance
exams in significantly higher numbers than
either other Latino or non-Latino students; and
they reported much more influence of
counselors, teachers and even parents than the
other groups.”
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—Gandarg, et al., evaluators, Puente project
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Puente program had its most positive effect on
Category 1 students. More Category 1 Puente
studentsthan Category 1 non-Puente students
completed their requirements (81% vs. 60%).

Nearly all of both Puente and non-Puente
Category 1 students who applied to CSU were
accepted. Differenceswere more pronounced
for other student categories. More Category 2
Puente students than Category 2 non-Puente
students were accepted to CSU (64% vs. 32%).
More Category 3 Puente students than Category
3 non-Puente students were accepted to CSU
(25% vs. 12.5%). More Category 4 Puente
students than Category 4 non-Puente students
were accepted to CSU (33% vs. 8.3%).

According to statewide data, Puente students
applied to the UC at amuch higher rate than
their peers (24% vs. 8%). In 1998, Puente
studentsin the matched sampl e attended four-
year colleges at nearly doublethe rate of non-
Puente students (43% vs. 24%).

The Puente program appeared to have no effect
on participants' GPAS, relativeto non-Puente
studentsin amatched comparison group.
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Program Components

Puenteisoperated in public high schools. Ineach
high school, 25-30 studentsareidentified for
program participation. These students:

+ Enroll inninth and tenth grade English classes
specialy designed for Puente. These classes
focusonwriting and literature, with an
emphasison Latino literature and cultural
awareness. Puenteteachersreceive special
training in the curriculum used in these classes.
The classes, considered college-preparatory, are
for credit and replace English classes students
would otherwisetake.

+ Continuethe program as eleventh and twelth
gradersby receiving intensive, college
preparatory counseling. Counseling services
include ensuring that studentsare placed in
college preparatory classes, that any deficiencies
are quickly noted and addressed and that
students are supplied with information
necessary to ensure high school successand to
gain admission to postsecondary education.

+ Havetwo types of mentors. A “peer partner”
who acts as aguide through the early transitions
into high school and an adult mentor who
introduces the studentsto new opportunities
androles. A Community Mentor Liaison
(CML) seeks out appropriate mentors from the
community for the students, trainsthem and
matches them to studentsin the program. The
CML asoworkswith counselorsto arrangefor
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appropriate activitiesfor studentsand mentors
and monitorstheserelationships.

+ Attend meetingsheld at least monthly, with
teachers and/or advisors during the school day,
after school and in the eveningsto discuss
specific challenges, devel op mentor
relationshipsand talk about current issues
impacting life choices. Teachers constantly
weave“lifelessons’ (discussedin Contributing
Factors, bel ow) into these meetings.

Puente al so ensures that parents have information to
ensure high school successand college admission.
Parental involvement begins early in the Puente
program. A student cannot be accepted into the
program unless a parent or guardian requestsit and
iswilling to sign astatement agreeing to support the
student inavariety of ways, including by attending
parent meetings and events. Parent nightsare
usualy “family affairs’ with food, informal
conversation, presentationsin both Spanish and
English and materialsand information that are of
critical importanceto parents, such asinformation
about financial aid or special programsthat can help
both studentsand families.

Puente also hasasitsgoal, changing the
consciousness of the school and the community
about the potential of these students. Oneresultis
that the program creates |ocal support networks that
can assist Puente by offering resources, financial
donationsand visibility.

Contributing Factors

Family and Peer | nvolvement

The program design allowed for extensive parent-
to-student aswell as peer-to-peer involvement.
Puente provides aframework through which such
relationships can be devel oped and nurtured.

Personal Attention
Evaluators found that Puente was successful in
taking students from where they were and

maximizing their potential. Researchersfound
that Puente students were far better prepared
than non-Puente students for preparing college
applications, and the personal counseling they
received from both teachers and counselors
evidently led them to make critically important
decisionsthat resulted in their taking the
appropriate courses and examinationsto be
eligiblefor selectiveinstitutions such as UC.
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Quality Staff

Strong, supportive principals who wove Puenteinto
the culture of the school and quality teachers who
wovepersona “lifelessons’ into the curriculum
were evident at the most effective Puente sites.
These successful Puente sites al so showed high
levels of dedication and enthusiasm from teachers
willing to work in the evenings and after school.

129

Community | nvolvement

Evaluators noted that community support, which
was not dependent on one key individual, hel ped
ensure the ongoing strength of a Puente program.
The more widespread the community support, the
more mentorsand opportunitiesavailableto
students.

-
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STUDY METHODOLOGY by the individual schools —and in 1998 it cost
This study is the final of four qualitative studies roughly $480 annually, per student. Training of
on High School Puente. For the quantitative staff to implement the program was partially
ana|ysi5, the evaluator matched 75 Puente subsidized by the UniverSity of California in the
students from across several representative sites ~ form of in-kind personnel costs.
with a 75-student, non-Puente control group (due
to student attrition, the final evaluated groupwas ~ GEOGRAPHIC AREAS
144 students). The evaluator matched studentsin  The Puente project is in 30 high schools
the control and treatment groups by school throughout California.
attended, gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic
background, grades and reading scores upon CONTACT INFORMATION
entering the ninth grade. Data was collected on Research Contacts
the two groups over four years. The students Patricia Gandara
were further separated into categories (see Key Professor of Education
Findings). Teachers indicated students for each  ynjversity of California, Davis
category. The study also includes surveys; One Shields Ave.
school, community and classroom observations; Davis, CA 95616
and formal and informal conversations with Phone: 530.752.1011
administrators, teachers, counselors, parents and  pcgandara@ucdavis.edu
students (qualitative data was not summarized).
Program Contact
EVALUATION & PROGRAM FUNDING The Puente Project
The Puente evaluation was funded by The University of California
Carnegie Corporation of New York. The original Office of the President
Puente pilot projects were supported by the 300 Lakeside Drive, 7th Floor
DeWitt Wallace Reader’s Digest Fund. Then Oakland, CA 94612-3550
Puente became largely funded by the state —not ~ www.puente.net y

Note: For additional research on High School Puente and
other programs to raise Latino student achievement see

“ Capturing Latino Students in the Academic Pipeline”
(1998) Chicano/Latino Policy Project Report. Edited by
Patricia Gandara. Available through the Institute for the
Sudy of Social Change, University of California at
Berkeley, 2420 Bowditch Street, #5670, Berkeley, CA
94720-5670.
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