

The Navigator Role

Interview Responses by
Tim Birchard, Colorado SUN Navigator
The Durango Adult Education Center


1. What are the primary functions of a SUN Navigator?

The three primary functions of the SUN Navigator are:
· Mentoring
· Marketing/Recruiting
· Providing administrative support

The Navigator’s main job is to be a mentor in the broadest, most general sense of the word.

Specifically, the Navigator provides mentoring and resource identification in order to offer support needed in many areas of the student’s life, including:
· College admissions processes, including student financial aid issues
· Non-educational financial aid issues (food stamps, affordable housing, etc.)
· Transportation issues (bus routes, bus passes, carpool opportunities, etc.)
· Child care issues
· Scheduling conflicts
· Mental and physical health concerns (makes referrals to professionals as appropriate)
· Family crises
· Legal/court issues
· Emotional issues (e.g., fear/stress/lack of confidence; makes referrals as appropriate)
· General one-on-one listening and encouragement (serving as a trustworthy adult)

In addition to identifying available resources, the Navigator builds informational and social networks, makes these networks available to the student, and teaches the student how to build such networks himself.

The Navigator also mentors by designing and facilitating team building and community building experiences that are relevant to the lives and educational experiences of the students. The Navigator sees differences as strengths, and motivates students by drawing upon their unique talents and strengths. She or he models enthusiasm for learning, nurturing self-acceptance as well as responsibility and accountability within and among students. 
In addition to mentoring, the Navigator is proficient in marketing and recruitment, and is comfortable speaking in public to groups. The Navigator does this by:

· Designing and creating marketing materials for print media (flyers, brochures, posters) and, if possible, radio (radio spots, public service announcements, on-air interviews, etc.) and tv (infomercials, public service announcements, etc.)

· Networking with area adult education centers, colleges, community centers, etc. to coordinate recruiting opportunities (hosting an open house, cookout or special event; speaking at graduation ceremonies, etc.)


Finally, the Navigator provides administrative support through effective written and verbal communication (reports, reviews, presentations, etc.).
The Navigator carries out these functions professionally, compassionately, and ever mindful of ethical considerations.

2. What does the recruiting process look like?

· Speaking to current GED students and graduates during school assemblies and GED graduation ceremonies to increase awareness of SUN educational opportunities
· Speaking to prospective GED students about SUN as part of the intake process
· Making phone calls to all GED graduates and former students who have attended or visited our center over the past five years
· Creating print press releases and providing them to all appropriate print media outlets in the region
· Writing and producing radio spots and providing them to all appropriate radio stations in the region
· Creating flyers, posters and brochures and placing them in high-visibility locations throughout the community, focusing on the target audience of populations who can most benefit
· Taking pizzas to the local skate park, setting up a card table and handing out free slices of pizza, promotional items, SUN brochures and SUN applications to potential students (and collecting contact information from them)
· Staffing a promo booth at a college fair 
· Being ready to share information with anyone at any time, including in the grocery store, on the street, in an elevator, at a party, etc. In this way the Navigator is ‘on duty’ and represents the SUN program 24/7.

3. What is the transition process and how does a SUN navigator escort the students from GED completion (or out-of-school status) into college?

For many students at our center, the transition process begins in our GED classrooms. For some, it begins in the community college admissions office, where the intake coordinator notices the student’s Accuplacer scores and refers the student to me. For some, it begins when they see a flyer or hear a radio ad and they call my office.

As a Navigator, I talk with these students about the importance of college. I stress that while it’s an achievement to be proud of, getting a GED in and of itself generally does not increase one’s earning power enough to pull one out of poverty. The way to truly increase earning potential is to use the GED as a springboard into college and on to a college degree.

I draw graphics on a sheet of paper that illustrate developmental or “stepping stone” classes, why they’re important, and how the SUN program can help complete them more efficiently. 

I sit with the student and help him complete the SUN application paperwork. I escort him to the financial aid office and help him set up an appointment with the financial aid officer. I show him on my computer what the online FAFSA application looks like and talk with him about what to expect during the financial aid application process.

I show students where to go to take the Accuplacer, and I log them onto the testing computer and make sure they have scratch paper and pencils. I introduce them to key college staff who help them create a class schedule and register for classes. 

When I see them in the hallway, I ask them how things are going. I ask them if they’d like to talk, and I make myself available to listen to them. I call students on the phone when they’re absent to find out if they’re okay and to let them know that they’re very important and that we care very much about they’re well being and success. When they earn a high score on a test, I model enthusiasm and shake their hand or give them a ‘high five’. I demonstrate to them that I care about their success, because I do.

4. What does a typical day include in the work of a SUN navigator?

On any given day I can expect to do some or all of the following:

· Check for and respond to phone or email messages from students who are absent that day and may need support
· Speak with SUN instructors to share information updates on specific students who may need support
· Research and contact agencies who may be able to provide support or services a student may need (such as affordable housing, food stamps, bus passes, emergency room financial counseling, etc.)
· Meet with students who want to share concerns
· Help students complete relevant paperwork
· Discuss career options with students
· Research, design and facilitate teambuilding workshops that are pertinent to the cohort’s learning experiences and lives
· Collect and compile pertinent student information, such as GED scores, Accuplacer scores, financial aid application results, etc. 
· Communicate with community college staff regarding any complications that may arise regarding financial aid applications, residency issues, schedule conflicts, etc.
· Contact students who are absent from class to find out if they need support
· Coordinate or provide rides to students who can’t get to class due to unforeseen circumstances
· Meet with and counsel students who are behaving inappropriately in class
· Coordinate catering for orientations, teambuilding events and end-of-semester celebrations
· Prepare and mail/fax press releases to media 
· Post flyers and place brochures at key locations in the community
· Staff a promotional booth at a college fair in the Wal-Mart parking lot
· Drive to surrounding communities and host special recruiting events such as cookouts 
· Speak at the GED graduation ceremonies of area adult education centers
· Write feedback report and submit to Lead Navigator in Denver
· Contribute to SUN online message board, participate in regularly-scheduled meetings with other Navigators and respond to questions/requests from statewide SUN team
· Brainstorm ideas with instructors and site director regarding most effective ways to motivate and encourage students

5. What are some of the challenges a SUN navigator typically faces in supporting this population and what do navigators need to build a support system? 
Typical challenges that SUN students face include:

· Financial aid
· Transportation
· Child care
· Schedule conflicts
· Health problems
· Family crises
· Legal/court issues
· Fear/stress/lack of confidence
· Lack of emotional support (being surrounded by family and friends who devalue the importance of education and possibly mock or attempt to undermine the student’s attempts to better himself)

6. What are some of your greatest successes (programmatically or with particular students)? 

Just before the beginning of our first semester, a potential student (walk-in) came by and was very interested in the College Connection program.  He’d seen one of the flyers I posted around town, which in itself was a victory. As we were chatting, he told me he was eligible for a scholarship with ‘the Tribe’, but that he didn’t know who to talk to. 

After determining that he held membership with a tribe that was not based in our area (or even our state), I realized I would need to do some research to explore scholarship opportunities. I did some research online with the student in my office and was able to at least give him a name and a phone number of someone to contact before he headed downstairs to take his Accuplacer. 

After he’d walked away, I hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that I could find out more, so I did some more research. I ended up getting in touch with a man in Washington state who informed me that July 1 (the very day we were speaking on the phone) was the deadline for scholarship applications. He told me that as long as he received the initial application by midnight, the supportive paperwork could follow later. He faxed me the application, the student completed the four pages necessary and we faxed it in that day.

Within the next couple of weeks the student brought me the financial aid documentation necessary to complete his scholarship application. I faxed it in to the folks in Washington state, and immediately followed up with a phone call to confirm receipt of all eight pages. The student ended up receiving a $2,000 scholarship and successfully completed the College Connection session.

Had I not continued to explore financial aid opportunities for this student, he might not have decided to enroll in college. He may not have felt it was worth it to rearrange his work schedule to allow for school. But more importantly, he may have missed out on discovering that someone believed in his potential for success. That feels incredibly rewarding to me.

In addition, I’ve facilitated Orientation sessions and teambuilding workshops and have seen immediate results as groups of students begin the day as strangers and end the day talking excitedly with one another.  I’ve seen students create their own study groups and continue working together academically long after the SUN session has ended. I’ve seen friendships develop. 

It feels great to know that my efforts may contribute in some small way to someone else’s success. And sometimes it’s the seemingly ‘smallest’ things (earning a passing test score, attending class for entire week without being absent, opening up and talking about a difficult topic) that ends up being the most rewarding.

7. What systems do SUN navigators put in place to support the teachers and students in the classroom?  (teambuilding, relationship building, learning community support)

The Navigator promotes teambuilding and a sense of camaraderie among the students in the SUN cohort by designing and facilitating teambuilding experiences as well as by introducing students to one another and generally encouraging social networking.

The Navigator speaks daily (and usually multiple times in a day) with the Instructors to check up on the progress of the cohort and to identify any potential student signals of need for support. For example, if a student is chronically late to class, I may speak with him and discover that he works at a restaurant until midnight every weeknight. If a student seems to have a negative attitude for days or weeks on end, I may ask him how he’s doing and discover that his kidneys are failing but he doesn’t have medical insurance.

By remaining acutely sensitive to the potential signals and cues that students may present, the Navigator can help to maintain open lines of communication. By doing this, the Navigator can more effectively identify and potential barriers to success early on and address them before they become actual barriers.

8. What is the SUN navigator’s specific role in career assessment and exploration?

My role in the area of career assessment and exploration has been both in the area of ‘big picture overview’ during the SUN Orientation sessions as well as one-on-one meetings with students to talk about their goals and how to reach them.

During the Orientation sessions I talk with students about how college credits work, the difference between various degree levels (associates, bachelors, masters, doctorate, various certificate programs), and how different educational tracks may be appropriate for reaching various goals (for example, different programs of study are required to become a welder, a college professor, a nurse, an electrical engineer, a concert pianist, etc.) 

During one-on-one meetings with students I talk with them about general interests, hobbies, etc. and how they may relate to the student’s education and career aspirations. 

Our instructors work in this area with the students in a more formalized way.

9. What specific knowledge/skills does a navigator need to do this work?  (financial aid, marketing, academic advising, personal counseling, administrative, relationship building with the college, career counseling, etc.)

· Financial aid
· Marketing
· Academic advising
· Personal counseling
· Administrative processes
· Relationship building with the college
· Career counseling
· Interpersonal relationship building
· Public relations
· Networking
· Investigating and researching community resources
· Social work
· Professional writing
· Editing
· Photography
· Personal motivation
· Social justice advocacy
· Conflict mediation
· Physical health and wellness

10. How does a SUN navigator support the enrollment process and initial college persistence?

By being available, by being concerned and by being persistent. As SUN students begin their college careers, many are easily intimidated by the unfamiliar vocabulary and processes associated with higher education. The Navigator’s continued support and frequent contact with the student can help to alleviate student fears, frustrations and concerns. As time goes on the student frequently begins to realize that she or he does in fact have a support system in place and that she or he can indeed be successful. 
It is this frequent contact, the Navigator’s checking in every day or every few days with the student that makes all the difference. By working with the instructors to closely monitor the student’s attendance, progress and even the student’s apparent mood, the Navigator can more quickly identify the need for support and actively advocate on behalf of the student in the most appropriate way.

Since many of the challenges faced by SUN students are time sensitive and affect basic security (food, clothing, shelter, child care), the more quickly they can be identified and addressed, the better chance the student has of continuing forward with academic success.
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