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 SOAR to Increase College Success

75 Hamilton County high school students will be helped

Chattanooga – The Public Education Foundation announced today that it has received $1 million from the Tennessee Higher Education Commission for SOAR - Student Opportunities, Access and Retention.  SOAR will help boost college completion rates for Hamilton County students who enroll in Chattanooga State Community College with plans to move on to the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga (UTC) for completion of a 4-year bachelor’s degree.  SOAR will provide peer mentors – students from Chattanooga State and then UTC – who will help guide and support current high school students through completion of coursework at Chattanooga State and on to a successful transition to UTC.

“Last year we completed another peer mentoring program that was very successful,” says PEF President Dan Challener.  “That program was focused on encouraging high school students to attend college, and 86 of the 99 students enrolled in college this past fall.  THEC was interested in similar work to help community college students succeed, so they encouraged us to apply for this grant.”  

Students from Tyner Academy, Brainerd, Central, Red Bank, or Soddy Daisy High School are eligible to be chosen for this program, which is focused on first generation students who plan to attend Chattanooga State as a stepping stone to a four year degree.  Students will be selected during their junior or senior year in high school, and will start receiving services such as campus tours, help with financial plans and applications, and developmental courses to prepare for college-level work.  During the summer between high school and college, students will attend Camp Tiger, a two week orientation program at Chattanooga State that has sessions on college success, study skills, and participation in a ropes course for confidence and team-building. 

During their last semester of high school, each student will be paired with one of twelve peer coaches from Chattanooga State. These peer coaches will offer advice, encouragement, and support to help students through the transition from high school to Chattanooga State and throughout their first year of college.  During the second year, the students will be paired with peer coaches at UTC who will serve in a similar capacity. Students who stay on track will participate in the Summer Career Development program which allows them to visit business sites and do job-shadowing internships

“We’re pleased to partner with the Public Education Foundation in this project,” said Dr. James Catanzaro, President of Chattanooga State Community College.  “We know that students who come to us without adequate preparation for college-level work are less likely to succeed, and that students can flounder without a strong support system.  SOAR will help students enter Chattanooga State ready to take a full schedule of credit-bearing courses, and will do much to overcome some of the hurdles that our students face.”

PEF will employ lead counselors at both Chattanooga State and UTC to train and oversee the work of the 24 peer coaches, coordinate services to ensure that every student is receiving what he or she needs from the institution of higher education, track the academic status of every student and advise incoming students about class selection and financial aid. 

“We are pleased to participate in this program,” says Dr. Phil Oldham, Provost and Vice Chancellor for Academic Affairs at UTC.  “We welcome many students who transfer from Chattanooga State, and we are always looking for ways to make that transition more successful.  We believe this idea of one-on-one mentoring should do much to help with that goal.”
SOAR is in the final stages of planning and preparation, but work is expected to begin soon to recruit mentors and eligible high school seniors who will receive services during the spring.  The first SOAR students will arrive at Chattanooga State in the fall of 2011.  
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