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Explanation: The evidence review suggests that all teachers at high performing districts and schools advo-
cate a culture of achievement that includes setting high expectations for students to be college and/or career 
ready. Doing so includes all teachers, in every content area, incorporating relevant college information and 
career guidance into the classes they teach for every student. 

Questions: How will the school ensure all teachers promote a culture of achievement? How will all teachers 
convey to students’ high expectations for college and/or career readiness? What procedures will the school 
use to calibrate and scaffold lessons and resources that cross grade levels?

Many researchers talk about creating a college-going community where the messages to students and 
families about college/career start early and remain consistent throughout the school years. Conley et al. 
(2010) write that “students experience tremendous college and career readiness benefits (both social and 
emotional) when they learn in environments where adults intentionally emphasize the value and attainabil-
ity of postsecondary education” (p. 19). According to Schneider (2006), “The most fundamental element of 
relational trust is advancing the best interests of the students, including their academic and social develop-
ment….[T]his translates into shared goals among the staff that all students can go to college, and it is their 
personal responsibility to try and make that happen (p. 9).

Teachers are the adults in a school who interact with students most regularly, most consistently, and often, 
most intensely. As such, they are a critical driver for students in the college/career readiness process and 
need to be attentive to the influence of their role. 

McClafferty, McDonough, and Nunez (2002) reinforce these ideas and provide a list of nine “principals of 
a college culture” to which school faculty should ideally adhere. The principles that teachers are best able to 
enact are facilitating college talk with students and families, holding high and clear expectations for stu-
dents, sharing information and resources, ensuring that students are prepared for testing through a rigor-
ous curriculum, staying involved in the college process, and collaborating with counseling staff (p. 11).

Teachers ultimately have the most control over their own classroom environment, what they teach, and 
how they teach it. With this element of control, teachers have the ability to assert tremendous influence on 
students by actively incorporating college/career readiness skills, information, and person anecdotes into 
their regular instruction. Skills such as time management, organization, problem solving, and research 
should be explicitly taught to students, with opportunities for them to develop these skills for themselves. 
Quint et al. (2008) rightly point out that students will need both content knowledge and the above-men-
tioned skills in order to get into and succeed in college, vocational programs, or careers; accordingly, both 
must be explicitly taught.
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Corwin and Tierney (2007) emphasize how teachers can help motivate students by sharing their own experiences with 
college or careers, discussing the processes with students. In this way, teachers are not only exposing students to material 
and information about colleges and careers, but they are promoting a positive attitude about all their students being able to 
achieve college and career (Schneider, 2006). 

Corwin and Tierney (2007) also discuss the importance of college-related professional development for teachers and other 
staff members, especially for schools with underserved or unique populations. Teachers who are particularly astute in the 
college process can train their colleagues on ways to incorporate college/career readiness into daily lessons. It is also en-
couraged for teachers to have vertical planning time—with teachers of the same content areas but different grade levels—to 
ensure that work becomes more rigorous and structured as students progress in school (Conley et al., 2010). Team-based 
planning also facilitates teachers’ knowledge of courses and grades other than their own, allowing them to help students 
make connections between courses and to their own lives (Quint et al., 2008).

Above and beyond the instruction that occurs within the classroom, it is the teacher’s supportive and mutually trusting 
relationships—with staff, students, and families—that can be most impactful on a student’s decision-making process about 
his or her future. Throughout the body of research on the topic, it is clear that when a teacher believes that a student can 
go to college and provides the appropriate instruction and supports for him or her to succeed, that student is empowered, 
prepared, and more likely to achieve success.

References

Conley, D. T. (2007). Redefining college readiness. Educational Policy Improvement Center. http://files.eric.ed.gov.proxy.library.vander-
bilt.edu/fulltext/ED539251.pdf

Conley, D., et al. (2010). College readiness practices at 38 high schools and the development of the collegecareerready school diagnostic tool. 
Educational Policy Improvement Center. http://files.eric.ed.gov.proxy.library.vanderbilt.edu/fulltext/ED509644.pdf

Corwin, Z., & Tierney, W. (January, 2007). Getting there—and beyond: Building a culture of college-going in high schools. Center for 
Higher Education Policy Analysis. http://files.eric.ed.gov.proxy.library.vanderbilt.edu/fulltext/ED498731.pdf

Holland, N., & Farmer-Hinton, R. (2009). Leave no schools behind: The importance of a college culture in urban public high schools. 
The High School Journal, 92(3), 24–43. http://wwwjstor.org/stable/40364036

McClafferty, K., McDonough, P., & Nunez. A. (2002). What is a college culture? Facilitating college preparation through organizational 
change. University of California, Los Angeles, Graduate School of Education and Information Studies. http://files.eric.ed.gov.proxy.
library.vanderbilt.edu/fulltext/ED471504.pdf

Quint, J., Thompson, S., & Bald, M. (October, 2008). Relationships, rigor, and readiness: Strategies for improving high schools. Manpower 
Demonstration Research Corporation (MDRC). http://files.eric.ed.gov.proxy.library.vanderbilt.edu/fulltext/ED502973.pdf

Schneider, B. (2006). Forming a college-going community in U.S. public high schools. Michigan State University. https://docs.gatesfounda-
tion.org/documents/collegegoing.pdf

Tierney, W. G., Bailey, T., Constantine, J., Finkelstein, N., & Hurd, N. F. (2009). Helping students navigate the path to college: What high 
schools can do: A practice guide (Publication NO. NCEE 2009-4066). National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assis-
tance, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education. http://files.eric.ed.gov.proxy.library.vanderbilt.edu/fulltext/
ED506465.pdf


