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DiscoverU is a mission-driven 501c3 organization that equalizes access to 

high-quality, out-of-school learning experiences for all youth.  Through 

experiential learning, DiscoverU assists youth in developing a vision for their 

future and gaining the social-emotional skills necessary to succeed in college, 

career, and in life.  In addition to supporting youth directly, DiscoverU builds 

intentional support systems that involve families, schools, communities, and 

learning-opportunity partners.  At the heart of our program are Fantastic 

Learning Opportunities, or FLOs.  FLOs are external, voluntary, educational 

programs that take place outside of the traditional classroom, are aligned to 

the student's unique interests, and have an explicit career, college, or 

leadership focus.  
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 of FLO Programs are No Longer Occuring in Person

"Thr oughou t  l i fe, you  w i l l  be h i t  w i th  un expected  ci r cum stan ces l i k e 
these an d  you  have to adapt  i n  or der  to becom e successfu l . I  am  st i l l  

w or k i n g d i l i gen t l y  on  m y FLO because i t  show s col l eges that  I  st i l l  w or k  
har d  an d  push th r ough these un for tun ate t i m es. I  am  l ook i n g on  the 

posi t i ve si de because m an y FLOs an d  oppor tun i t i es ar e r est r uctu r i n g 
thei r  w ay to pr ov i de an  am azi n g exper i en ce to studen ts v i r tual l y. Just  

because th i s pan dem i c i s goi n g on  doesn 't  m ean  that  ever yth i n g i s 
can cel ed  bu t  i t  m ean s that  w e n eed  to adapt  an d  m ak e the bet ter  ou t  of  i t ."

-Juan G., accepted to the 2020 Boston Univer sity Pr e-College 
Jour nalism FLO, to be held vir tua lly

STUDENT VOICES

school-age Texans lack broadband internet 3

"I t  def i n i tel y  i s d i sappoi n t i n g that  m y pr ogr am  
w on ?t  be happen i n g th i s sum m er . I  w as exci ted  to 

use the oppor tun i ty  to gr ow  an d  d i st i n gu i sh  m ysel f  
i n  m y col l ege appl i cat i on s. I  am  ver y gr atefu l  that  I  

w i l l  have the oppor tun i ty  to do i t  n ext  year . ?

-Champayl M ., accepted to the 2020 N I H  STEP-UP FLO

Many Teens are Shouldering New Expectat ions2 

78% 

90% of  Di scov er U st u d en t s st i l l  p l an  t o  p er si st :

St ep p i n g  Up

Desp i t e a l l  t h i s, 

1 i n  4
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vulnerable students in our communities can 
benefit the most from experiential learning. Even 
before the pandemic, systemic barriers such as a 
lack of awareness about program options and 
eligibility, consistent and caring guidance, and 
financial and logistical limitations, have kept 
under-resourced youth from participating in 
out-of-school learning experiences. These 
challenges are exacerbated by insular attitudes 
bred from generations of racial, economic, and 
environmental disparity that discourage students 
from leaving their neighborhoods.  DiscoverU was 
founded with the goal of lowering these hurdles, 
and as we grow to serve more and diverse 
communities during an unprecedented time in 
global history, we welcome the opportunity to 
examine, refine, and systematize our practices in a 
respectful and responsive manner.  We have 
asked ourselves:

  Much has been made of the educational 
challenges wrought by COVID-19 containment 
school closures in the spring of 2020. The impact 
of the Zoom learning curve, the worries of 
anxious parents and overwhelmed students, and 
the deepening of the digital divide have all been 
documented as schools and districts shift their 
delivery to remote learning.  While the 
well-documented repercussions of the ?summer 
slide? validate that time away from the classroom 
poses unique challenges to economically 
disadvantaged learners,4 it is just as important to 
consider how school shutdowns have impacted 
the non-academic skills all students gain through 
experiential learning.  Unsurprisingly, the 
disparity between the ?haves? and the ?have-nots? 
applies to both academic learning and experiential 
learning.  Research confirms that students who 
participate in experiential learning develop 
social-emotional skills such as grit and the 
navigation of systems and are more engaged in 
their education and future plans.5

  At DiscoverU, we believe that every student is 
capable and deserving of authentic learning 
experiences,  and that these experiences really 
can change students? life trajectories.  Now, more 
than ever, support for high-quality summer 
learning opportunities for ALL students is 
essential, as is the recognition that the most 

How can schools, districts, and 
parents facilitate the participation 
of students, especially economically 
disadvantaged ones, in experiential 
learning opportunities during the 
COVID-19 pandemic and beyond? 

 INTRODUCTION
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component of DiscoverU?s approach.  Even from 
the beginning, our first training manual 
admonished would-be FLO Advisors that 
?relationships are key.? While DiscoverU has 
evolved as we?ve grown to serve more and more 
students over the years, one of our core values 
remains the same: ?Relationships Matter.?  To 
that end, a task force was assembled from all 
levels of DU staff to research, analyze, and 
implement a comprehensive approach to virtual 
FLO support and participation that included the 
personal touch of one-on-one advising. Through 
piloting a virtual mentorship model and 
compiling high-quality digital experiences into 
our already expansive portfolio of in-person 
opportunities, Access for All is our way forward, 
in 2020 and beyond. 

  

  DiscoverU not only had to rethink what 
personalized advising and support meant in the 
age of social distancing, but also consider how 
an online program might also build knowledge, 
mindsets, and skills in a manner similar to 
in-person FLOs. We sought to determine what 
distinguishes an online activity from an online 
experience.  Our team identified four 
characteristics that distinguish an online 
experience (FLO) from an online activity 
(non-FLO):, involving the content, duration, 
community, and takeaways that set true 
experiences apart.

 Since our initial expansion beyond one high 
school, DiscoverU had envisioned an opportunity 
to  share our methods and resources for 
connecting students to experiential learning 
beyond traditional school-based relationships.  If 
FLOs were intended to get students out of 
schools and into the wider world, why was our 
primary method of student contact within those 
same walls and schedule? The answer was 
simple: because that?s where the youth are. This 
pandemic has upended that logic. Youth are no 
longer in schools. DiscoverU recognized that this 
unbelievably challenging time presented the 
organization an incredible opportunity. We could 
devote the time and resources to developing 
robust and impactful virtual support services that 
would not only serve our current students but lay 
the foundation for our FLO support services to 
become truly accessible to any and all students 
and families, regardless of neighborhood, city, or 
state. 

The Access for  All (A4A) model, which enables 
individual st udent s & fam il ies t o receive 
DiscoverU suppor t  and uses t echnology t o 
fost er  int erpersonal connect ion, a core 

 ACCESS FOR ALL

 V IRTUAL FLO EXPERIENCES
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                  'S RECOM M EN DAT I ON S f or  
Qu a l i t y  V i r t u a l  Ex p er i en t i a l  L ea r n i n g

EXPOSURE TO NOVEL  
SITUATIONS & K NOW LEDGE

 The knowledge students gain in a FLO experience is 
fundamentally not the same as what they learn in the 
classroom--indeed, a FLO is not where students learn 

Algebra II or the components of a persuasive 
speech--it?s where they apply those skills.  The subject 

matter of these programs matter in that they are 
applicable to the college experience, personal 

character development, and career-focused skills not 
taught in the traditional classroom.

EXPLICIT OPPORTUNITIES FOR 
COM M UNITY BUILDING AND 

COLLABORATION W ITH  BOTH  
PROGRAM  LEADERS AND PEERS 
Students leave FLO experiences with new bonds, 

friendships, and connections that serve them as they 
move forward in their lives.  Students develop self 

awareness and social-emotional skills such as 
community building & empathy.  The online format 
must also include ample opportunity for students to 
connect with peers through virtual formats and to 
receive feedback and guidance from adult leaders. 

TANGIBLE 
TAK EAW AYS TH AT 

CELEBRATE & 
PROPEL 

PARTICIPANTS TO 
FURTH ER 
LEARNING

Tangible takeaways may 
include certifications, work 
products such as portfolios, 

or invitations to conferences, 
meet-ups, community action 

plans, or mentoring & 
shadowing experiences.  
These elements engage 
students in meaningful 
performance tasks that 

elevate the urgency of the 
learning at hand.

PROGRAM S 
SH OUL D 

PROV I DE...

EXTENDED 
DURATION TH AT  

FOSTERS 
DEVELOPM ENTAL 

PROGRESS
While there is no magic 

number of hours or days that 
a successful program should 

meet, there must be 
sufficient time for students to 

successfully absorb new 
knowledge, deeply connect 
with peers and leaders, and  

build social-emotional 
competencies and skills.
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                  SPOT L I GH T : Am i gos d e l as 
Am er i cas' V I RT UAL  Com m u n i t y  I m p ac t  

Pr o j ec t

 NOVEL SITUATIONS & 
KNOW LEDGE

EXTENDED 

DURATION 

TANGIBLE 

TAKEAW AYS

  COM M UNITY 
BUILDING & 

COLLABORATION

PROGRAM  

PILLARS
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From virtual coaching from top executives in 
Youth About Business's online camps, to home 
suture practice kids through the JAMP 
Pre-Medical Summer Camp at St. Mary's 
University, programs have truly stepped up to 
the plate to provide experiences for students that 
honor the need for true connection and visceral, 
hands-on experience, accessible to young people 
from all backgrounds. 

DiscoverU?s strategic goal of serving more 
students across more communities has not 
changed. Even in the face of the COVID-19 
pandemic, we are committed to our goal of 
connecting 2,023 students annually to FLOs by 
2023. What the pandemic has changed is how 
DiscoverU sees itself in the rapidly changing 
education ecosystem of America.  We are leaning 
into this opportunity to deepen our technological 
capabilit ies while preserving the core of our 
programming:  to equalize access to high quality 
experiential learning opportunities for ALL 
students, regardless of background, 
systematically and with the human touch. 
Students like David S. from North Forest High 
School remind us why this work must continue in 
a post-COVID-19 world: "I feel that it 's important 
to work on FLOs even during these trying times 
because there's never not a time to learn 
something new."  

  We were especially excited to collaborate with 
longtime partner Amigos de las Americas to 
apply our learnings to their transition to virtual 
programming.  AMIGOS, a Houston-based 
nonprofit with 25 chapters across the nation, has 
sent young people to rural Latin America since 
1965 to turn service into action.  While AMIGOS 
was forced to cancel their 2020 international 
travel due to the pandemic, they quickly resolved 
to revamp their programming to suit a virtual 
setting.  They have unveiled their Community 
Impact Project,6 a virtual experience including 
one-on-one coaching from a mentor, the creation 
of a virtual community bringing together 
American and Latin American youth, and a 
tangible takeaway--the creation of their own 
?ethical, meaningful service projects shaped 
through cross-cultural collaboration.?  We are 
thrilled not only to partner with AMIGOS to 
connect DiscoverU students to this exciting 
program offering, but also as a collaborator and 
thought partner in program design.  Other 
programs offering thoughtful and engaging 
virtual programming include:  THE M ISSION CONTINUES
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While the full educational impacts of the pandemic may not be known 
for some time, it is clear that districts, programs, and families should 
pr ior it ize exper ient ial learning to help m it igat e t he inevit able gaps 
t hat  school shut downs will impose on our st udent s? know ledge and 
sk il ls.  

1. Our recommendations for dist r ict s and schools are to continue 
to fund and systematically prom ot e high-qualit y sum m er  
learning oppor t unit ies for  ALL st udent s, recognizing that the 
most vulnerable students are most in need of engagement and 
social-emotional development during this time.  

2. Program s can look to DiscoverU and other experts for best  
pract ices in adapting their programs to virtual and other formats, 
and strive to provide a true EXPERIENCE, rather than simply an 
activity.  

3. St udent s and fam il ies can prioritize out-of-school learning 
whenever possible, and lean on existing services and providers for 
engaging options. 

4. Special attention to the needs of  under -resourced st udent s 
should be considered, as in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, it 
is even m ore urgent  that students--especially disadvantaged 
ones--have access to high-quality experiential learning programs.  

DiscoverU is here to help.

1. 

4. 

OUR CAL L  T O ACT I ON
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