U. VA. HEAD GIVES TIPS TO COLLEGE SUCCESS
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Document Text
John T. Casteen III remembers his roots and the people who pointed him toward a college education. The son of a shipyard worker and graduate of a Portsmouth high school, Casteen has been president of University of Virginia for almost 17 years.

His path to college was shaped by teachers who pushed him to take tough courses and challenged him to excel. A University of Virginia admission officer also influenced him, sitting down with Casteen's parents and mapping out a plan to overcome financial obstacles.

Speaking at the third annual Virginia College Access Network conference in Newport News, Casteen said the lack of good and trustworthy information can be a major barrier preventing students from applying to or succeeding in Virginia's colleges

Through programs like the College Access Network, institutions can reach high school counselors and parents, helping them navigate the post-high school system. The University of Virginia in Charlottesville developed AccessUVa to provide information and assistance to help qualified low- and middle-income students attend the university without worries about affordability.

The program provides financial aid in the form of grants and helps low-income students avoid student loans.

Casteen said states should take a stronger roll in promoting and providing access to college.

"Government's job is to deal with the real cost for those who couldn't afford it, to remove the barriers," he said to the 170 people gathered at the City Center Marriott Hotel.

But eliminating financial problems is only one element in helping students prepare for college. Casteen said they also need encouragement to take difficult classes like physics and foreign languages, and to take at least four years of math before graduating. And they need good counseling, reaching down into the middle school grades and extending through college.

"The system defeats the student who doesn't have a guide," Casteen said.

The College Access Network works to fill that need by providing training and support to groups that focus on providing access to colleges. It grew out of a 2003 summit that brought all of the state's college access groups together. In 2006, the group became an incorporated nonprofit, and in December 2006 was officially dubbed the Virginia College Access Network.

Several of the state's colleges and universities belong to the network and officials from colleges and universities serve on the Board of Directors.

Applauding the work of the network, Casteen said he still worried about low-income and minority students, who may not receive encouragement to take key college preparatory courses like languages and math. Part of the problem is an emphasis on testing based on federal education mandates, he said. But he said the state bears some responsibility and should take a stronger role in supporting education and access to college.

