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Starting a Rising Scholars Program at Your College 
 
The Rising Scholars Network is a statewide community of practitioners from more than 
100 California community colleges committed to expanding access, opportunity, and 
success for justice-impacted students. Supporting Rising Scholars is a critical matter of 
equity and supports the charge outlined in Vision 2030. Rising Scholars bring diverse 
experiences and talents, and benefit from support that recognizes and builds on their 
strengths as they navigate their educational journeys. The Network has grown 
exponentially since its inception, going from 45 to over 100 colleges in 5 years and now 
serving students in 147 county, state, and federal facilities.  
 
The Chancellor’s Office provides statewide guidance, technical assistance, and resources to 
support practitioners and students, and welcomes any college committed to expanding 
educational opportunities for justice‑impacted students.  
 
While the current Chancellor’s Office Request for Applications (RFA) grant cycle is closed, 
Rising Scholars programs can be established at any time. To support this ongoing 
momentum, this article outlines concrete steps practitioners can take to launch a program 
or strengthen their readiness for the next RFA cycle. Below are steps practitioners can take 
to get involved and position themselves before the next rounds of RFAs are released. As a 
grounding step, new practitioners should familiarize themselves with the guiding 
principles outlined by the Rising Scholars Advisory Committee: 

● Guiding Principles: Serving Students Incarcerated in Prison 
● Guiding Principles: Serving Formerly Incarcerated Students 

 
1. Support students in creating a student club 

 
Rising Scholars student clubs offer a no-cost opportunity to begin building early 
infrastructure for future program development and to pilot ideas and activities. When 
students express interest or identify the need for a community space for formerly 
incarcerated and system-impacted peers, supporting them in forming a club can foster 
early belonging, visibility, and leadership opportunities. Student clubs also help colleges 
build campus awareness and gather valuable insights that strengthen readiness for a 
funded Rising Scholars program. Faculty and practitioners play an important role in 
guiding students through the process and helping ensure the club is active and student-
centered. We suggest reviewing the Guiding Principles for Serving Formerly Incarcerated 
Students for additional support in planning and programming. 
 

2. Join the RSN Community! 
 
The Rising Scholars Network has a statewide, virtual community that regularly shares 
resources, answers questions, and showcases best and promising practices. To get 
involved, you can reach out to risingscholars@cccco.edu to request to be added to the 

https://risingscholarsnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Guiding-Principles-Prison-Final-FINAL-s.pdf
https://risingscholarsnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Guiding-Principles-On-Campus-Final-FINAL-s.pdf
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Rising Scholars Network (RSN) listserv. Practitioners can join the Rising Scholars Network 
community in the Vision Resource Center (VRC). You are also welcome to visit the website 
and find colleges that participate near you and reach out to learn more about their process.  
 

3. Reach out to your local Rising Scholar Regional Coordinator 
 
Rising Scholars Regional Coordinators provide implementation support and ensure field 
coherence across the regions, increasing programs’ capacity to improve student outcomes. 
Your local Regional Coordinator can connect you with practitioners who can share relevant 
best and promising practices. With their strong commitment to advancing Vision 2030, 
Regional Coordinators are essential partners in setting new programs up for success. Find 
your regional coordinator here: 

● Ashley Gerdo (agerdo@cccco.edu): San Diego, Imperial Valley, Inland Empire, High 
Desert, and Orange County 

● Crystal Navarro (cnavarro@cccco.edu): Central Valley, Juvenile Justice 
● David Crawford (dcrawford@cccco.edu): Los Angeles, South Central Coast   
● La-Reina Villanueva (lvillanueva@cccco.edu): Bay Area, North/Far North 

 
4. Implement Data Collection Strategies Early On 

 
Data collection is foundational to program sustainability. Practitioners use data to 
showcase the wins and challenges of their program to college administrators, stakeholders, 
and the Chancellor’s office during the RFA process. In the Rising Scholars RFA, applicants 
are asked to provide quantitative and qualitative information about the students they serve 
and the need for their program to provide critical services to their students. To prepare for 
the next round of RFA, you can begin tracking the students you are serving by partnering 
with your college’s research and institutional effectiveness department. Colleges can 
identify students early on in their educational journey.  
 
Colleges may include Rising Scholars as part of a general list of programs or services that 
students can opt into learning more about, so long as the question does not ask directly or 
indirectly about incarceration status or criminal history. 
 
For example, a permissible option would be an opt-in interest question such as: 
 

“Would you like to be contacted about student support services and resources for 
justice-impacted students available through our Rising Scholars Network program?” 

☐ Yes 
☐ No 

 
This type of question is intended solely for outreach and connection to services and is not 
meant to capture MIS data or be used for reporting purposes.  

Once a student has self-identified as formerly incarcerated, they should be coded in COMIS 
using SG15 (formerly incarcerated student).  

 

https://cccpln.csod.com/phnx/driver.aspx?routename=Social/Communities/LearningCommunityWithFeed&Root=233
https://cccpln.csod.com/phnx/driver.aspx?routename=Social/Communities/LearningCommunityWithFeed&Root=233
mailto:lvillanueva@cccco.edu
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5. Establish a Rising Scholars Advisory Committee 

Colleges are encouraged to establish a Rising Scholars Advisory Committee to support 
program development, implementation, institutionalization, and long-term sustainability. 
An effective advisory committee should include a diverse group of stakeholders, including 
students with lived experience, faculty, classified professionals, administrators, 
institutional research staff, counseling, financial aid, admissions and records, career 
services, basic needs, and workforce development. 

Faculty engagement is particularly critical to the success of Rising Scholars programs. 
Faculty champions can help advance Credit for Prior Learning (CPL), support curriculum 
development, increase classroom awareness, advocate through Academic Senate, and serve 
as key partners in creating welcoming and supportive learning environments for justice-
impacted students. Colleges are encouraged to identify faculty and staff advocates who can 
elevate the needs of Rising Scholars students within shared governance structures and 
institutional planning processes. 

The advisory committee should meet regularly to review student outcomes, identify 
barriers, assess emerging student needs, strengthen cross-campus collaboration, and 
provide recommendations for continuous improvement. Advisory committees can also 
support alignment with Vision 2030, Guided Pathways, Student Equity Plans, Program 
Review, and other institutional priorities, helping ensure Rising Scholars programs become 
embedded within the college's broader student success framework rather than operating 
as a stand-alone initiative. 

 
6. Applying for RSN funding through the Chancellor’s Office 

 
The Rising Scholars Network RFA provides 3-year grants to California Community Colleges 
supporting formerly incarcerated students, formerly incarcerated students, and youth 
justice involved students. The last RFA for the 2025-2028 fiscal years closed in November 
2024. In their response to the RFA, colleges must show their commitment to the Vision 
2030 goals: Equity in Success, Equity in Access, and Equity in Support. 
 
RFA responses are also evaluated on a performance index derived from student data 
extracted from the Chancellor's Office Management Information System (COMIS), which 
includes enrollment metrics, information about certificate and degree attainment, and 
other student success indicators. Applicants must provide work plans that include 
objectives, activities, and outcomes. Over the years, the Chancellor’s Office has updated the 
application process to better support applicants by providing clear instructions, including 
helper text within the application, providing FAQ, and offering applicants spaces to ask 
questions, such as the Bidder’s Conference. The RFA process is competitive and is subject 
to budget allocations from the state of California. For more information about past years’ 
RFAs, you can visit the RSN VRC community Rising Scholars Grant Funds folders. 
 

https://cccpln.csod.com/phnx/driver.aspx?routename=Social/Communities/LearningCommunity/Topics&Root=233


June 2026                    4 
 

7. Applying for seed funding through IEPI 
 
The Institutional Effectiveness Partnership Initiative (IEPI) is a statewide effort launched in 
2014 to help California Community Colleges improve operational effectiveness and boost 
student success by providing high-quality technical assistance, professional development, 
and resource tools. The Initiative provides resources for colleges interested in starting or 
enhancing their Rising Scholars program: “California community colleges interested in 
establishing or enhancing a Rising Scholars Network Program to support justice-impacted 
learners better are encouraged to consider developing an Innovation and Effectiveness 
Plan through the Institutional Effectiveness Partnership Initiative (IEPI). This structured 
approach, rooted in a colleges helping colleges model, can help colleges identify 
opportunities to leverage their resources, implement strategies, and institutionalize efforts 
to dismantle systemic barriers at the local level to support equity in access, support, and 
success for justice-impacted learners in a college’s service area.” Visit the IEPI resource 
page here. 

https://www.cccco.edu/About-Us/Chancellors-Office/Divisions/Institutional-Effectiveness/Institutional-Effectiveness-Partnership-Initiative/About-the-initiative

