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Education  and career goal setting can help students identify their future goals and plan for the steps needed 
to accomplish them. Goal setting can help students focus, seek academic challenges, and see how their current 
work helps prepare them for future accomplishments.1,2 People who set goals and track their progress are more 
likely to reach their desired outcomes than people who do not.3

Education and career goal setting can be most useful 
when students set SMART (specific, measurable, 
achievable, relevant, and timebound) goals for their 
academic and career interests.4 Goal setting enables 
students to track and reflect on their progress and 
make adjustments to their goals as needed.5 Research 
suggests it may be promising for helping increase 
students’ academic engagement and self-efficacy.6 
In addition, when paired with regular reviews of 
plans for attaining goals, goal setting can increase the 
odds that students complete a college preparatory 
curriculum, apply to college, and enroll in college.7,8 

Individual Plans of Study in Kansas
Kansas requires all middle and high school students 
to have an Individual Plan of Study (IPS). An IPS is a 
personalized plan students co-create with educators 
to align their interests and strengths with their college 
and career goals and how to achieve them. 

Education and career goal setting is a key activity to 
help students make the most of their IPS. Other IPS 
activities are career exploration, student e-portfolios, 
and workforce competency and skill development. 

REL Central created this tip sheet in 
collaboration with educators leading IPS 
implementation in several Kansas school 
districts, including Hesston USD 460, Hutchinson 
USD 308, Northeast USD 246, Piper USD 203, 
Shawnee Mission School District, and Wichita 
Public Schools. The tip sheet provides examples 
of how to use goal-setting classroom and school 
activities. It includes links  to tools, documents, 
and resources that are not endorsed by IES, but 
which were provided by educators who participated 
in developing the tip sheet as examples that are 
currently used in Kansas. 

Why are educators implementing 
education and career goal setting?
Educators who partnered with REL Central to develop 
this tip sheet  described interest in helping students 
set realistic goals and create a concrete plan for 
accomplishing their goals. One educator noted that 
through goal setting and progress tracking, students 
can see their accomplishments, which helps them 
increase their self-awareness and sense of self-worth. 

Education and career goal setting: 
Example activities from Kansas educators
Education and career goal setting can involve both 
short-term (for a class or semester) and long-term (over 
several years) academic, career, and extracurricular 
goals. Goal setting can occur during middle and high 
school grades, within classrooms, and as part of a 

REL Central has partnered with the Kansas 
State Department of Education and Kansas 
school districts to expand the use of 
promising IPS practices and increase student 
participation in them.

“�We want our students to be ready for their 
next step, whatever that next step is. You can’t 
just say you want something without knowing 
how to get there.” 

Counselor, Piper USD 203
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comprehensive, schoolwide approach. In Kansas, 
many IPS activities, including education and career 
goal setting, occur during students’ non-academic 
periods, often known as advisory or seminar classes.  

Students’ goals are based on their strengths and 
career interests and are typically accompanied by 
steps to achieve those goals. Students may use their 
IPS e-portfolios to record and track evidence of 
progress in reaching their goals. This evidence might 
include documentation of relevant courses, work-
based learning or career exploration activities, and 
other activities students have completed to help them 
achieve their goals. 

Below are goal-setting activities Kansas educators 
reported using in middle and high schools.  

1.		 Middle school goal-setting activities
Schools and districts have taken steps to incorporate 
IPS goal-setting activities in the middle school grades. 
Shawnee Mission School District uses a process where 
high school counselors visit the middle schools 
and help students create a four-year academic 
plan. Through the process, students reflect on their 
current education and career interests and goals; learn 
about relevant courses, career and technical education 
pathways, and other opportunities in high school that 
align with their goals; and plot out a pathway for their 
high school years. Teachers in Northeast USD 246 
use the California SMART Goal Guide to teach middle 
school students how to set effective goals.

Other districts use a K–8 counseling curriculum in 
which counselors are assigned to groups of students. 
Middle school students set academic, social, and 
career academy goals and participate in student-led 
conferences twice a year with their advisory teacher 
and parent or guardian to review their goals and 
discuss their future path. Middle school students are 
required to take a high school preparation course 
where they learn about the district’s career academies 
that provide instruction relevant for 24 career sectors. 
During the course, students learn about goal setting 
and identifying the steps needed to achieve one’s goals. 
The course intends to “ignite their [students’] passions 
for academies and what happens within them.”

Educators’ tips for goal setting in middle school:

•	 Invite high school students to discuss opportunities 
available in higher grades that might align with middle 
school students’ current career interests.

•	 Encourage students to set short-, medium-, and 
long-term goals and provide them opportunities to 
revise their goals on a regular basis.

2.	 High school goal-setting activities 
Several districts in Kansas implement comprehensive, 
schoolwide goal-setting activities in their high schools. 
Students set goals twice a year, identify the steps they 
need to accomplish those goals, and track their progress 
during the school year. They set short-term academic 
goals (for example, math or reading goals, classes they 
want to take, attendance goals) for a semester or school 
year and long-term career goals. They also identify 
the steps or education requirements needed to achieve 
their post-high school or career goals and use this 
information to identify high school classes and other 
learning opportunities that can help prepare them (such 
as work-based learning). Students may also set non-
academic goals they would like to achieve, such as 
participating in clubs or other extracurricular activities. 

SMART goals

Northeast USD 246 developed an IPS scope and 
sequence that breaks down IPS activities by week and 
grade (Northeast IPS Scope and Sequence; 10th Grade 
IPS Mapping). Classroom teachers train students to 

Aligning IPS activities to a district vision

In Piper USD 203, all IPS activities are centered 
on the district’s Portrait of a Graduate. The 
Portrait of a Graduate details the cognitive, 
personal, and interpersonal skills graduates 
should have, including critical thinking and 
problem solving; creativity and innovation; 
initiative and self-direction; resilience and social 
and emotional well-being; social, global, and 
cross-cultural skills; and communication.

“�I feel the biggest thing that’s really helped 
our students develop more in that realm 
[embracing IPS and goal setting] is just 
awareness and having students have to talk 
about it [their goals] to other people.” 

Teacher, Northeast USD 246

“�Prior to the Portrait of a Graduate, we were 
asking students to set goals without an anchor. 
Now, we have a framework for future-ready 
goal setting.” 

Counselor, Piper USD 203

https://www.ucop.edu/local-human-resources/_files/performance-appraisal/How to write SMART Goals v2.pdf
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1zB6rmVKN1K06RjoXmeqzTmOp07hg1nyV/edit?usp=drive_link&ouid=112290644069401172744&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1wJH984j_dwY9ZJNFyG_mmvR5hhNVg-kf/edit?usp=drive_link&ouid=112290644069401172744&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1iTa6ulrOWHpvEeuQCzy6Q1x8uRz27ui_/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=104603342611663744589&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1rCfVtkBIuWQV6SvaphEPXUxMGUxNcXFv/view?usp=sharing
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develop SMART goals with assistance from a 
video and follow-up discussion, often using this 
resource to guide discussion. Students use IPS 
career interest inventories to help them set SMART 
goals. Teachers ensure that students’ goals are 
timebound and realistic.

Student-led conferences

Two districts reported having students prepare a 
presentation for student-led conferences with their 
advisor, advocacy or advisory teacher, and parent 
or guardian either at the end of each semester or 
school year. In Piper USD 203, students work on the 
presentation throughout the school year during their 
advocacy class. They use the presentation to track 
their progress in attaining their education and 
career goals and to document their participation 
in and reflections from IPS and career exploration 
activities. During the conferences, students share 
their current and future goals and how those goals 
align to their interests and the district’s Portrait of a 
Graduate. In some other districts, students review 
and update their education and career goals before 
the conferences. For the conference, students 
prepare a presentation about their grades, course 
enrollment, results from career interest inventories, 
short- and long-term goals, steps they have taken to 
achieve their goals, and any changes they may have 
made to their goals. Parents, guardians, and teachers 
provide feedback to students, who then reflect on 
the conference and update their goals based on the 
feedback (Student-Led Conference Reflection).

Educator’s tips for student-led conferences:

•	 Involve family members and other adults with 
whom students can discuss their progress toward 
their goals and who can provide feedback and 
recommendations.

•	 Record or make available a student’s 
PowerPoint presentation for significant adults 
who are not able to attend the conference.

Recommendations from the field
Educators interested in implementing education and 
career goal setting in their classrooms and schools do 
not need to start from scratch. Educators interviewed for 
this IPS tip sheet provided recommendations for others 
who might be considering adopting these practices. 

General IPS and goal-setting recommendations 
for your classroom or school from educators 

•	 If possible, have a school or district leader 
with devoted IPS and goal-setting time to 
connect key activities to IPS goals, develop goal-
setting training materials and resources, and 
provide supporting materials.

	» Break the activity schedule down by grade 
and week so it’s clear to teachers what the next 
activities are. This way teachers don’t have to 
spend time planning.

•	 Start small by adding one goal-setting activity at a 
time to avoid overwhelming students and teachers.

Strategies for generating buy-in

•	 Get parents involved in the process by sharing 
students’ career interest inventory results, IPS 
e-portfolios, and education and career goals 
(for example, through student-led conferences). 
Involving parents in students’ goal setting may 
generate student buy-in as well.

•	 Use incentives, like allowing high school students 
to leave school early (such as during an open period) 
if they have completed their scheduled IPS and goal-
setting activities.

•	 Have students present on progress toward 
their goals to different people in different settings. 
Having students repeat their accomplishments (or 
challenges) in multiple ways can be motivating.

•	 Consider implementing a student leadership 
team that can provide recommendations that 
pertain to students and increase student voice.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/18-2jDwxWvMnJUp0B0ZA_Wn3lQLrNf7V3/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=112290644069401172744&rtpof=true&sd=true
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