
Why Wait? A Toolkit for College & 
Career Planning: Middle School

Megan Hougard
Mjhougard@cps.edu



Objectives

● Provide school counselors with a toolkit for college and career 
planning with middle school students to support post 
secondary aspirations and achievement. 

● Participants will learn about increasing college access for all 
students; and increase students’ college-going self-efficacy 
with a specific focus on students in middle school. 

● Participants will practice identifying the barriers their own 
students face and propose strategies to help them overcome 
the barriers. 



Activator

What academic barriers do your students face in middle school?  

What strategies might you propose to help them overcome the barriers?



WHY is a  CULTURE FOCUSED ON COLLEGE AND CAREER 
READINESS IMPORTANT?

Acquiring a college degree isn’t 

only about money. The real value in 

that degree is the job flexibility and 

the type of jobs you get.

Like it or not, right or not, a degree is 

still a requirement for many jobs. 

Without that ticket punch, the 

available jobs you can apply for are 

limited and many times going to be 

in a few fields.

https://peerfinance101.com/12-step-financial-freedom-checklist/




Build a College Going Culture
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Culture of Achievement

ASCA Mindset & Behaviors Planning Template

https://www.schoolcounselor.org/school-counselors/about-asca/mindsets-behaviors


Relationships Matter

Search Institute

“No significant learning 
occurs without a 

significant relationship”

https://www.search-institute.org/


Creating a Culture of Achievement  that Supports Social 
Emotional Learning and Effective Effort

School team demonstrates social and emotional 
competence in interactions with students, staff, and 
families.

School team reinforces SEL skills and academic 
mindsets during academic instruction.

School team uses data to identify students who need 
targeted or intensive support for SEL and ensures that 
appropriate services are provided.

Professional learning opportunities build educators’ SEL 
skills and create supportive learning environments.

Reflect on 
Your 

School’s
Current 

State



Student  Agency - Productive Struggle

Classroom studies document the fact that underserved English learners, 
poor students, and students of color routinely receive less instruction in 
higher order skills development than other students (Allington and 
McGill-Franzen, 1989; Darling-Hammond, 2001; Oakes, 2005). Their 
curriculum is less challenging and more repetitive. Their instruction is more 
focused on skills low on Bloom’s taxonomy. This type of instruction denies 
students the opportunity to engage in what neuroscientists call 
productive struggle that actually grows our brainpower (Means & Knapp, 
1991; Ritchhart, 2002).  

- Z. Hammond Culturally Responsive Teaching and the Brain



The Learning Pit

https://lfp.learningforward.org/handouts/St.%20Louis2019/9598/PC208%20-%20Hammond%20-%20Part%201.pdf


Reflection on 
Culture of 
Achievement



“Setting goals is the first step from turning the invisible to visible.”



Rooted in the Research

● 8th Grade GPA predicts High School 
GPA

● 9th Grade GPA predicts High School 
Graduation

● High School GPA is the strongest 
predictor of College Success

Network for College Success 

https://ncs.uchicago.edu/freshman-on-track-toolkit


Develop a Student Goal Setting Process and  Link Aspiration to 
College and Career Opportunities

School team develops a written strategy for addressing all learners’ college and career 
opportunities.

School teams/teachers review the goals set (including IEP goals) to ensure they reflect high 
expectations and student engagement.

School teams /counselors assist students in the development of their individual college and 
career goals. 

School teams / counselors to set individual learning plans (ILPs) for each grade level as well as 
standardized test targets.

School exposes all students to college and career experiences that are linked to students’ 
aspirations (e.g. college visits, community partnerships, job shadowing, internships, Career Day, 
family college and career awareness programming, and career programs).



Student Goal-Setting

Teacher GuideStudent Guide



Be Intentional with Advisory

● Intentional Middle School Counseling 
Strategy

○ Naviance Individual Learning Plans
○ High School application process
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Student Voice

● Student Voice 
Committee

● Leadership Summits 
● SoapBox Challenge
● Peer Mentoring

Mikva Challenge

https://mikvachallenge.org/our-work/programs/youth-led-advocacy/


Early Exposure

● Host district & school events on 
a college campus
○ Tour of campus
○ Parent workshops
○ Presentation by student 

leaders and professors



Early Opportunities

Get Comfortable! 

● Trio Partnerships in Middle School
● Summer Programming on Campus
● Overnights Away
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