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GEARS Evaluation Study 12/13 Academic Year 
 
 

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 in GEARS supported 
courses versus matched courses from previous term.    Students who received a GEARS 
notices were also compared against non-noticed students.  Additionally, student and 
instructor surveys were administered.   
 
 

Methods 
The performance of students from those classes that received GEARS support in the 
12/13 academic year was compared against students from matched courses from 
previous academic years (08/09-11/12).  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.   
 
Student surveys were administered via email to all students who received an alert 
notice.  The survey asked students about the impact of the program and what 
suggestions they had to improve the program.  Only 11 students completed a survey, 
which represents 7.5% of the total number of students (145) who received a GEARS 
notice.   
 
In Fall 12, an instructor survey was administered to instructors who agreed to 
participate in the GEARS program.  The survey asked instructors about the impact of 
the program on their students and their suggestions for improvement.   Of the total 17 
participating instructors, 8 or 47% completed the survey. 
 

 
 
Results  
The GEARS courses from the 12/13 academic year were selected and compared against 
matched courses from previous terms (See Table 1).  Student performance in these 
courses was compared against matched courses from the previous terms.   Students in 
the GEARS courses had both higher success and retention rates and higher grade point 
average (See Tables 2-4).   This was true for both Math and English.  For example, the 
12/13 GEARS supported students had a 10% higher success rate and 9% higher 
retention rate as compared to matched course students from previous terms.   
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Table 1: Students in GEARS targeted courses.    

  Frequency Percent 
ENGL250 156 19.6 

ENGL250P 69 8.7 

ENGL260 85 10.7 

ENGL260P 52 6.5 

ENGL420 100 12.6 

ENGL440 86 10.8 

MATH205 77 9.7 

MATH233 170 21.4 

Total 795 100.0 

 
 
Table 2: Success rates of 12/13 GEARS courses and matched classes from previous 

academic years.   

 12/13 total All previous terms 

Math 67.03% 48.03% 
ENG 56.53% 49.78% 
ENG250 49.29% 47.35% 
Eng260 50.46% 57.04% 
ENG420 60.66% 51.14% 
ENG440 62.64% 46.38% 
Math233 67.35% 53.56% 
Math205 66.27% 45.57% 
Total: 59.6% 49.04% 

 
 
Table 3: Retention rates of 12/13 GEARS courses and matched classes from previous 

academic years.   

 12/13 total All previous terms 

Math 88.5% 74.0% 
ENG 81.9% 75.8% 
ENG250 75.4% 75.5% 
Eng260 78.0% 78.2% 
ENG420 82.8% 72.1% 
ENG440 94.5% 76.8% 
Math233 86.7% 77.0% 
Math205 92.8% 71.1% 
Total: 83.8% 75.1% 
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Table 4: Grade point averages of 12/13 GEARS courses and matched classes from 

previous academic years.   
  
 

All previous 

terms 
2012-2013 

Mean Mean 

Grade Points  2.12 2.22 

 
 
The success rates of students who received a GEARS notice were compared against 
students in the courses who did not receive a notice.  Students who received a notice 
had a 15% lower success rate as compared to the other students in the same classes 
(See Table 5).  Their grade point average was also lower (See Table 6).   
 
 
 
Table 5: Success rates of 12/13 GEARS course students who were alerted vs. those who 

were not alerted.   

 

Non-Alerted Alerted 

Count % Count % 
success 479 74.1% 88 59.1% 

 
 
Table 6: Grade points of 12/13 GEARs course students who were alerted vs. those who 

were not alerted.   

Alert status Mean N 
Not-alerted 2.3055 529 

Alerted 1.9193 145 

Total 2.2224 674 

 

 

Of the few students who completed a GEARS survey, it appears most (75%) found the 

intervention either “helpful” or “very helpful” (See Table 7).  The student comments 

suggest the alert had an impact.   
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Table 7: Student reported usefulness of the intervention.   

  Frequency Percent 

A little helpful 2 25.0 

Helpful 5 62.5 

Very helpful 1 12.5 

Total 8 100.0 

 
Student Survey Comments:  
 
What was helpful? 
 

 Aww man i have to get on my work 

 Helped me know exactly how i was doing in my academic progress 

 It helped it explain about something that I needed to know 

 it reminded me to work harder on my assignments 

 Scaring 

 They kept me informed enough to know whether or not i was passing the class. Also, it was a very good 

wakeup call notifying me to keep more up with my studies. 

 They must care more about my grades then i do. 

 
What needs improvement? 
 

 Continue to help 

 I think it is doing really well as it is and i cannot think of any improvements 

 Keep it the way it is 

 The early alert program should expand.  The program will improve, depending on the impact it has on 

the students it serves. 

 To explain little bit more 

 Tutoring classes for students who struggle would be helpful. I know we already have tutoring programs 

at Gavilan college but if we made them a little more mandatory, students would probably work harder 

on their studies. 
 
 
In the Fall 12 Instructor survey, most instructors (71.5%) estimated that less than 50% of 
the noticed students came to talk with them after the alert (See Table 8).  Most (71.4%) 
thought, however, that that the referred students learned that they were failing (See 
Table 9).  Most (57.2%) also thought that GEARS’ students recovered due to the 
GEARS intervention or that students found resources that helped them succeed in the 
course (See Table 10 & 11).  The comments from instructors illustrate some of the 
successes and challenges associated with the program.   
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Table 8: Percentage of students who followed up with instructors (instructor estimate).   

  Frequency Percent 

0% 2 28.6 

1-49% 3 42.9 

Over 50% 2 28.6 

Total 7 100.0 

 
Table 9: Percentage of respondents that thought GEARS helped their students 
understand that they were failing.   

  Frequency Percent 

A little 2 28.6 

Much 4 57.1 

Very much 1 14.3 

Total 7 100.0 

 
 
Table10: Percentage of respondents that thought GEARS helped their students recover 
and do better in the course.   

  Frequency Percent 

Not at all 2 28.6 

A little 2 28.6 

Much 2 28.6 

Very much 1 14.3 

Total 7 100.0 

 
 
Table 11: Percentage of respondents that thought GEARS helped their students find 
strategies to help them with the course.     

  Frequency Percent 

Not at all 1 14.3 

A little 2 28.6 

Much 3 42.9 

Very much 1 14.3 

Total 7 100.0 
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Instructor Survey Comments:  
 
What was helpful? 
 

 99% of my students are in their first semester and do not know 1) that they need to study or 2) how 

to study or 3) take their absences seriously.  When I tell them, they don't believe me.  When it 

comes from another source, it seems to sink in better. 

 Awareness; students were not able to claim "I didn't know." 

 I have greater certainty that the communication loop is happening. There is no misunderstanding 

about what has to happen. 

 I think it's important for students to be made aware that they are not doing well in the class, and 

sometimes having someone other than the instructor tell them is effective. 

 It let them know about other resources on campus. More importantly, I think, it let them know in a 

very direct and tangible way that their college cared about them and their success. Many of the 

students who I sent an Early Alert went on to dropp the class (3 in all) but they dropped with some 

assistance and support, which I think is very important.  Those that stayed, stayed knowing that 

they wouldn't be able to fall through the cracks. It wasn't only their teacher and themselves who 

was concerned about their success. It made things more serious and more realistic all at once. The 

goals clarified. For example, homework needed to be done was one message that became much 

more central in the minds of the students who stayed. 

 Mostly, it made them aware of the option to transfer into the Math 233A class 

 Yes 

 
What improvements are needed? 
 

 Electronic reminders issued to instructors, so that alerts will be submitted consistently throughout 

semester 

 I don't know what to do with those students who "don't have time to meet with a counselor."  One 

particular one kept not showing to her meetings until it was too late for her to turn her grade around. 

 I stopped checking so many boxes when I saw what the message looked like that the student would 

receive. I was intimidated! I think it might be better if the teacher writes a message first contextualizing 

the issues and that the checked boxes appear below that message. In other words, I think the message 

first needs to be encouraging. It can sound a litte punitive, and in my experience, many of our students 

have already encountered a lot of punishment at school. 

 I would like to be able to refer students during the first two weeks of classes, rather than waiting until 

week 6. 

 It is still time consuming.  Don't know how to fix that. 

 It needs to be part of the culture students encounter as college students. Also, the message that 

automatically goes out to students is somewhat negative and I'd like it to be more neutral. Sometimes I 

want to send an "atta boy," but my students freak out when they see that first line and the "atta boy" is 

way at the bottom. 
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Summary 
Prior to summarizing the results, several weaknesses of the current study must be 
acknowledged.  Firstly, the comparison of student performance against previous terms is 
fraught with cohort effects.  While there were dramatic performance increases in the 
GEARS 12/13 courses, these increases mirror overall college student performance 
increases observed over the same period.  So, these increases may not be due to the 
GEARS intervention just differences in the college cohort or even differences due to the 
other interventions targeting these courses.  Additionally, there were a small number of 
survey respondents.  Making any conclusions about the program from these small 
samples is problematic.   
 
Recognizing these limitations, some notable trends were found.  All students 
performance indicators were higher in the 12/13 GEARS students courses as compared 
with previous academic years.  This was true particularly in Math.  These performance 
increases have corresponded to a decrease in enrollment during the same time period.  
Also, both English and Math departments have directed considerable effort to 
curriculum and support system improvements.   
 
Students who received an alert notice had considerably lower success rate and grade 
point averages than students in the same classes who did not receive a notice.  
Considering that these students received a notice because of their high likelihood of 
failing, alerted students rates may be more positive than they appear.  Nearly, 60% of 
these students actually succeeded in these courses.   
 
Both student and instructor surveys were limited by methodological weaknesses.  Both 
surveys had few respondents.  Results particularly from the instructor survey were 
mixed with slightly more than a majority reporting that the program was helpful.   
 
While not completely methodologically sound, these results tentatively suggest that the 
GEARS program is positively affecting students’ success.  The program has undergone 
much change in its staffing and procedures over the past few years.   As the program 
further develops, future research needs to be strengthened in order to better 
understand the function and effect of the GEARS program.      
 
 


