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Gavilan Early Alert Referral System Spring 12 
 
 

Introduction 
In an effort to learn more about the effect of the Gavilan Early Alert Referral System 
(GEARS), a study was developed to compare student performance and retention in 
GEARS and matched non-GEARS courses.  Non-GEARS courses were selected to 
match GEARS classes by course, instructor, semester, and time of day.   Additionally, a 
survey was administered to students who received the early alert service.   
 
 

Methods 
Five GEARS participating courses from different disciplines were selected from the 
Spring 12 term: Two math courses and two English courses. The Spring 12 courses 
were matched to equivalents in the Spring 12 term. The performance of GEARS 
students was compared to non-GEARS students using mean grades, success rate, and 
retention rate.  GPA was calculated with the use of a 4 point scale.  Success rate is the 
proportion of students enrolled in a class at census who completed the class with a C 
or above.  Retention is the proportion of students proportion of students enrolled in a 
class at census who he received a grade of some kind.   
 
This data culling resulted in the selection of 8 sections, 4 employing GEARS and 4 
that did not receive GEARS support.  Corresponding student performance and 
retention data for 272 students was pulled (see Table 1. below).  In order to 
compare student performance, a series of t-test were conducted.   

 
Table 1: Spring 12 Pre/post student data.   
Course Pre GEARS Post GEARS 

English 250 28 14 

English 260 30 54 

Math 205 38 38 

Math 233 41 29 

Total 137 135 

 
 
This data culling was also combined with the previous term, Fall 2011 (See Fall 11 report: 
http://www.gavilan.edu/research/reports/documents/GEARSPilotReviewFall11.pdf ).  The 
data for both terms were combined for an annual examination of the impact of the early 
alert program.   

 
A student survey was developed to understand participants’ attitudes about and 
suggestions for improvement of the Early Alert program.  Participants were asked to 
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rate how much the program helped them and what suggestions they had to improve the 
program.  Students who received an early alert and counseling  support were sent the 
survey via email.  Only, 10 individuals completed the survey with most, (7), skipping the 
items.   

 
 
Results  
When Spring 12 non-GEARS courses were compared against GEARS supported 
courses, students in the non-GEARS courses had a higher grade point average.  This 
difference was seen in all of the targeted courses except for Math 205 (See Table 3).  
These differences approached significant levels (p=.118).   
 

 
 

Table 3:  Mean comparison of grade point with p-value 

Course 

Non-GEARS 
mean (n) 

With 
GEARS 

mean (n) 
P-value* 

English 250 2.33 (13) 1.67 (27) 0.190 

English 260 2.16 (38) 1.92 (26) 0.531 

Math 205 2.33 (26) 2.33 (26) 1.000 

Math 233 2.78(23) 2.31 (39) 0.110 

Total 2.33 (100) 2.06 (116) 0.118 

 
 
When comparing Spring 12 success and retention rates, GEARS courses had higher 
success and retention rates as compared to non-GEARS courses (See Table 4 & 5).   
One course in particular, English 250, did not follow this trend in that the non-GEAR 
course had higher retention and success rates.   
 

Table 4:  Mean comparison of Success Rate with p-value 

Course 
Non-GEARS mean 

SUCCESS 
With GEARS mean 

SUCCESS 
P-value* 

English 250 71.4% (10) 60.7% (17) 0.500 

English 260 46.3% (25) 56.7% (17) 0.370 

Math 205 52.6% (20) 52.6% (20) 1.00 

Math 233 69.0% (20) 70.7% (29) .877 

Total 55.6% (75) 60.6% (83) 0.403 
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Table 5:  Mean comparison of Retention Rate with p-value 

Course 
Non-GEARS mean 

SUCCESS 
With GEARS mean 

SUCCESS 
P-

value* 

English 250 92.9% (13) 85.7% (24) 0.472 

English 260 70.4% (38) 86.7% (26) 0.071* 

Math 205 68.4% (26) 68.4% (26) 1.000 

Math 233 79.3% (23) 95.1% (39) .067 

Total 74.1% (100) 83.9% (115) 0.046* 

 
 
Combining both the Fall 11 and Spring 12 result, the findings were again mixed.  When 
non-GEARS courses were compared against GEARS supported courses, students in the 
GEARS courses had a slightly higher grade point average and success and retention rates 
(See Table 6).  The strongest differences were found between GEARS and non-GEARS 
participants in their success rates, with differences approaching significance (p=.142).   
 
 
Table 6: Fall 11/Spring 12 mean comparison of grades, success, and retention.   

 Group N Mean p value 

Grade Non-GEARS 254 2.06  

GEARS 228 2.08 .838 

Success Non-GEARS 330 .51  

GEARS 283 .57 .142 

Retention Non-GEARS 330 .77  

GEARS 283 .80 .448 

 
 
 
This pattern was seen in all of the targeted courses except for ENGL 250 (See Table 7).  
In ENGL250, non-GEARS students had a significantly (p=.036) higher grade point than 
GEARS students.  In other courses, GEARs students had higher success and retention 
rates.  These differences approached significance for success in ENGL260, and grades 
and retention in Math 233.   
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Table 7: Fall 11/Spring 12 mean comparison of grades, success, and retention by course.   

Course Group N Mean p value 

ENGL250 Grade Non-GEARS 52 2.33  

GEARS 44 1.82 .036 

Success Non-GEARS 70 .57  

GEARS 57 .47 .277 

Retention Non-GEARS 70 .74  

GEARS 57 .72 .768 

ENGL260 Grade Non-GEARS 81 1.79  

GEARS 50 1.92 .573 

Success Non-GEARS 108 .43  

GEARS 60 .57 .082 

Retention Non-GEARS 108 .75  

GEARS 60 .83 .196 

Math 233 Grade Non-GEARS 23 2.78  

GEARS 39 2.31 .096 

Success Non-GEARS 29 .69  

GEARS 41 .71 .877 

Retention Non-GEARS 29 .79  

GEARS 41 .95 .067 

Math205 Grade Non-GEARS 98 1.97  

GEARS 95 2.20 .246 

Success Non-GEARS 123 .50  

GEARS 125 .56 .314 

Retention Non-GEARS 123 .80  

GEARS 125 .76 .488 
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The self-report survey did not have strong participation.  Of the 3 students who 
answered the rating item, 66% reported that the EA program was either “helpful” or 
“very helpful”.  One comments suggested the program only told them what they already 
knew, while another stated when his/her grade started to slip he/she was notified which 
was really helpful.    

 
 
Summary 
Prior to summarizing the results, several weaknesses of the current study must be 
acknowledged.  Firstly, the number of students for these comparisons is very small, thus 
making the comparisons much less reliable.   Moreover, any differences between the 
non-GEARS and GEARS groups may not be due to the GEARS intervention, but rather 
the characteristics of the students or the instructor.   
 
Recognizing these limitations, some notable differences were found for the Spring 12 
term.  The grade point average was substantially higher in the non-GEARS courses.  
Conversely, the success rate was 5% higher in GEARS courses.  Retention rates were 
also significantly higher in GEARS courses.     
 
While these findings seem contradictory, there is a likely source for these differences.  
The grade comparison considers only students who receive some sort of grade in the 
course.  It may be that students who were assisted may have received a grade whereas 
before these students would have dropped the course.   
 
When Fall 11 and Spring 12 data were combined, the results seemed to suggest that the 
Early Alert program is having an impact on success and retention.  While these results 
did not reach significant levels, the pattern of slight increases was replicated in the 
Spring 12 term.  Again, with such a small sample results have to interpreted with 
caution, but, as term after term the same pattern emerges, it strengthens conclusions.   
 
Further research needs to continue to look at the effectiveness of the GEARS 
intervention.  Fall 11 was the first term of implementation of this alert and intervention 
program.  Further terms need to be critically examined to see if these patterns are 
stable.  Moreover, other data collection methods may further inform these and future 
findings.   
 
 


