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Local High Schools Boosting Post-Secondary Planning,
Emphasizing Financial Aid

Over the past two years at Sullivan High School, Aubrie Tossman has been working to
improve college enrollment and persistence among students at the high school.
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A post-secondary coach at the school and representative for Umoja Student
Development Corporation, she is co-leading Sullivan’s post-secondary team with
Principal Chad Adams.

Sullivan implemented new freshman seminar and senior seminar courses over the past
two years focused on academic, mental and emotional success throughout high school as
well as post-secondary planning and this year unveiled a newly renovated space devoted
to college and career planning.

“It’s a unique space,” Tossman said. “The idea is to hopefully spark some innovation and
critical thinking and energy in the room. We spend November giving students a space
there to work on applications as well as support each other in the process, whether
through advice or technical support from their peers.

At several high schools across Chicago’s North Side, college-going rates within 12
months of graduation are similar, ranging between 51 percent at Sullivan High School
and 62 percent at Mather High School, rising to about 80 percent for schools with forms
of selective enrollment like Von Steuben Metropolitan Science Center, a science magnet
school.

Although these schools have different racial makeups, they all have minority-majority
student bodies.

There is, however, a strong correlation between college enrollment rates and income.
Sullivan and Mather High Schools both have low-income rates at approximately 90
percent.

The national college enrollment rates for urban, high-minority schools with at least 50
percent low-income students, according to the National Student Clearinghouse Research
Center, was 58 percent, in the same range as schools like Sullivan and Mather. In
comparison, at similar yet predominantly high-income schools, 68 percent of students
enrolled in a college within a year of graduating nationwide.
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Tossman and other local school officials recognize the importance of financial ability in
post-secondary planning and have incorporated more financial aid information into
their curriculum and resources.

According to a 2008 report released by the University of Chicago Consortium on
Chicago School Research, “students who reported completing a FAFSA by May and had
been accepted into a four-year college were more than 50 percent more likely to enroll
than students who had not completed a FAFSA.”

“Not everyone’s financially able to afford college,” Tossman said. “That’s why we push
the opportunity and the education around post-secondary so that students at least have
the option to think about college.”

At Mather High School, according to Maureen LaRaviere, the school’s assistant
principal, 120 students of the school’s 1,640 are in one of two selective enrollment,
accelerated academies: pre-law or information technology. About one-fourth of every
class is in AVID, Advancement Via Individual Determination, which helps middle-tier
students graduate and aspire to attend college often as the first generation in their
families to do so.

Aside from these specific programs, the school also holds an annual college and career
night as well as financial aid workshops. Informing families about financial aid
resources has been key to the efforts of many schools to make college a real option for
more of their students.

“It comes down to a lack of money and support resources,” LaRaviere said, regarding the
major hurdles in sending students to college.

The following graphic is from WTTW-TV’s website:

College enrollment does not ensure retention until graduation though, and financial
ability and financial aid information play a major role in college graduation as well.
Chicago is an 80 percent low-income district and 49 percent of Chicago Public School
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students who enroll in college do not graduate.

The University of Chicago Consortium on Chicago School Research reported this month
that 14 percent of CPS students graduate from a four-year university by the age of 25,
slightly behind the nationwide 18 percent, but up from 8 percent in 2006. Despite the
improvements and Chicago surpassing urban districts like New York and Baltimore with
college graduating rates of 11 and 4 percent respectively, the percentage remains lower
for minority students and local schools are actively continuing to try to improve these
numbers.

Sullivan and Mather have partnered with Umoja to provide seminars and resources that
focus on college and career readiness, social and emotional learning, and restorative
justice in order to prepare students for post-secondary success. OneGoal, a similar
Chicago-based organization that has also expanded to partner with schools in low-
income areas in Houston and in 2015, New York, focuses on college preparation,
financial aid, and persistence through a three-year curriculum starting in students’
junior year of high school and lasting through their freshman year of college. Through
this curriculum, OneGoal supports high school teachers in guiding students through the
college application process and eventually establishing their own support systems on
college campuses.

Students like 18-year-old Christian Lloyd have noticed a difference through these new
programs and efforts on the part of local high schools. Lloyd, a senior at Sullivan,
described his seminar class as one big team, collaborating to help each other on financial
aid forms and college applications.

“One of my friends, he’s amazingly smart. He doesn’t even want to go to college because
he feels like it’s going to be too expensive and a giant waste of his time,” Lloyd said.
“When I told him about the colleges I visited and the different scholarships they had, it
kind of piqued his interest. Now every time I see him, he’s applying to another high-
ranking college.”
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At Von Steuben, in addition to a post-secondary lab designated to senior seminars like
Sullivan’s, the school also brought in a new post-secondary coach this year. Additionally,
counselors use Naviance, a college and career readiness software, in order to track
applications and communicate with parents about financial aid deadlines.

“We’re trying to focus on getting students to diversify their applications, helping them
identify match, reach and safety schools,” said Mary Beck, assistant principal at Von
Steuben. “It’s important that students find the right fit so that they don’t only go to
college but stay in college.”

But where high school resources end, local community groups have attempted to further
support students in their post-secondary goals. The Howard Area Community Center
offers a college readiness program and After School Matters, a Chicago-wide non-profit,
incorporates college preparedness into its programs.

Michael Crowley, the Director of Communications at After School Matters, explained
that although they don’t specifically provide post-secondary tutoring, their programs
help students gain important skills that will help them succeed in high school as well as
in preparing for college.

“There are skills like punctuality, critical thinking, teamwork and communication that
each program has to figure out how best to incorporate those skills into their program,”
Crowley said. “We’re doing more of an intentional focus on things like résumé writing
and mock interviews. So its not just you’re getting the skills, its you’re actually learning
how to apply them towards applying for college and learning how to articulate them.”

Although communities and schools are supplementing each other’s efforts to help
students become more prepared for college, students’ post-secondary futures are largely
influenced by their families. The academic and family spheres of students’ lives
commonly intersect around financial issues, and schools are focusing on informing
families of opportunities to financially plan in order to make college a reality for more
students.


