
At the middle school and early high school level, the Illinois GEAR UP (ILGU) program is designed to provide students with 
guided exploration of postsecondary planning and options in a manner that is consistent with the developmental stage of 
each student. This developmental work is intended to prepare students to more fully engage with the Illinois Postsecondary 
and Career Expectations (PaCE) throughout the high school years.

The three primary ILGU domains according to which all content and activities are organized and benchmarks are set 
are: Identity; Planning; and Self-Advocacy. The foundation of our work with students in the middle school and early high 
school years comes from the work of Mandy Savitz-Romer and Suzanne Bouffard in their book, Ready, Willing, and Able: A 
Developmental Approach to College Access and Success (RWA). As such, each of the five developmental stages included in 
their book - Envisioning, Believing, Aiming, Organizing, and Connecting - have been incorporated into the appropriate ILGU 
domain and are clearly noted throughout.

The ILGU domain of Identity includes the RWA stages of Envisioning, and Believing. The ILGU domain of Planning includes 
the RWA stages of Aiming, and Organizing. The ILGU domain of Self-Advocacy includes the RWA stage of Connecting.

MIDDLE GRADES STUDENT 

DEVELOPMENTAL OBJECTIVES

IDENTITY

To resolve identity conflicts and 
form an identity consistent with 

postsecondary success

PLANNING

To learn the skills necessary 
to develop and successfully 

execute a plan for the desired 
postsecondary outcome

SELF-ADVOCACY

To develop the skills necessary to 
persist through challenges and to build 
a strong and supportive social network 
that can guide a student to and through 

postsecondary education and into a 
successful career.

Explore identity conflicts 
Articulate personal strengths
Identify sources of motivation

Explore career interests
Develop an educational plan for at least one career interest
Compare possible financial futures

Demonstrate a growth mind set
Explore learning styles
Map a support network

DURING
 7 

TH GRADE DURING
 8 

TH GRADE

Explore their identity
Articulate identity conflicts
Envision a positive future

Explore their habits
Create or change a habit
Record their progress

Explore their strengths
Effectively ask for help
Understand a growth mind set

A student should be supported to:
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For each of the middle school and early high school grades, ILGU offers 12 Student Developmental Workshops. These 
workshops can be offered as stand-alone events during non-school hours, such as during after school and weekend events. 
They can be incorporated into existing classroom lesson plans when there is a teacher willing to collaborate with the ILGU 
program (which includes either teacher led, or ILGU led facilitation of the content). In schools where a GEAR UP or other 
college and career prep class is offered, the workshops include activities to build a full five day school week around the 
workshop material.

Each of the 12 Student Developmental Workshops includes one primary, or anchor, lesson plan which all students 
participating in the ILGU program must receive. In addition, each workshop includes six other activities that further explore 
the topic. The six activities offer the opportunity (at the discretion of the school) for the facilitator, school, or student to opt 
for more differentiated learning.  The six activities include one activity from each of the following categories: writing; making; 
reading; discussion; media; and practical application. This allows the content to be tailored to a particular academic subject 
area and the related learning standards, or to be tailored to the developmental needs and/or strengths of the individual 
student or group of students.

Must Complete

Then  choose, one or more of the following:

PRACTICAL  |  This content area includes lessons correlated to math, science, social sciences, 
business and other areas for real world application.

MEDIA  |  This content area incorporates film, music, video, and online research.

DISCUSSION  |  This content area is focused on speaking and listening skills, primarily in interactive 
group settings, including project-based learning.

READING  |  This content area is correlated to ELA standards and includes fiction and non-fiction 
reading, reflection, reaction, and comparative analysis.

MAKING  |  This content area is focused on tactile learning, including, art, craft, design and building.  
It can be incorporated into Maker Spaces.

WRITING  |  This content area is correlated to ELA standards and includes reflective writing, personal 
narrative, and comparative analysis.
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