
M
akin

g G
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H
elpin

g Studen
ts A

void the R
ace for R

igor

G
reg M

cCandless
Sage H

ill School



T
oday’s 

A
gen

da

●
W

ho I am
 and w

hat do I do in 
m

y role as D
ean of 9th and 10th 

G
rade College Counseling.

●
M

y institution’s challenges and 
how

 those m
ight relate to the 

w
ork that you do w

ith your 
students.

●
R

esources and Idea Sharing
●

W
hat N

ot To D
o!

●
A

 discussion of the college 
adm

issions process and w
hat 

really m
atters.

●
Q

 & A



W
ho A

m
 I an

d H
ow

 D
id I G

et H
ere?

●
Form

er College A
dm

issions O
fficer. W

orked in the adm
ission offices of W

hittier 
College and H

arvey M
udd College.

●
For the past eleven years I have served as a high school educator in the follow

ing 
roles:
○

A
ssociate D

irector of College Counseling
○

D
irector of College Counseling

○
D

ean of 9th and 10th G
rade College Counseling

○
English Teacher

○
10th G

rade Lead Class A
dvisor

●
Past-President for the W

estern A
ssociation for College A

dm
ission Counseling 

(W
A

CA
C).



W
hat D

oes a D
ean

 of 9th an
d 10th G

rade College Coun
selin

g D
o?

●
W

orks solely w
ith 9

th and 10
th 

G
rade students and fam

ilies.
●

Serves as an academ
ic and 

extracurricular advisor.
●

M
eets w

ith 9
th G

rade students 
in sm

all groups in the spring.
●

M
eets w

ith 10
th G

rade students 
and their parents for an 
individual m

eeting in the 
fall/w

inter/spring.

●
M

eets w
ith 9

th and 10
th G

rade 
A

dvisors prior to spring 
advisor/advisee conferences 
to consult on students’ course 
schedules for the follow

ing 
year.

●
Serves as a resource for all 
questions related to college 
counseling in the 9

th and 10
th 

G
rade.



A
P an

d Course 
Schedulin

g 
Challen

ges at 
Sage H

ill 
School

●
A

ccess to A
ccelerated and A

P Courses:
○

Com
peting w

ith the public schools.
○

W
anting too m

uch too soon.
○

Lim
ited w

eighted class options in the 9th 
and 10th grade years.

○
A

rticulating a placem
ent process that 

pleases faculty, students, and parents.
●

O
versubscription:
○

School/Life Balance
○

Burnout
●

Passive vs. A
ctive Learning:

○
W

hy are you taking this class?
○

Students not playing to their strengths.
●

G
rade Inflation:
○

Faculty fatigue.
○

Students’ inflated sense of 
abilities/talents.

○
College A

dm
issions Consequences.



So w
hat are som

e thin
gs 

that have w
orked?



T
he 

Four-Year 
A

cadem
ic 

Plan
(A

nd offering context w
hen 

possible)

●
D

uring m
y advisory/hom

eroom
 

m
eetings w

ith 9th and 10th grade 
students in the w

inter/spring, w
e fill 

out a Four-Y
ear A

cadem
ic Plan.

●
W

e focus on classes for the follow
ing 

year, but I also ask them
 to fill out as 

m
uch of the sheet as they w

ould like, 
including coursew

ork/academ
ic goals.

●
Before they start filling it out, how

ever, 
I m

ake them
 listen to m

y philosophy 
about course selection A

N
D

 I give them
 

som
e context regarding the average 

num
ber of w

eighted courses SH
S 

students take over a typical four-year 
high school career.

●
W

e revisit this form
 during the 10th 

G
rade Fam

ily M
eeting, as w

ell.
●

Curriculum
 N

ight for 9th G
rade Parents 

in February.



M
r. M

cCan
dless’ 

Philosophy 
R

egardin
g Course 

Selection

1.
I w

ant students to challenge them
selves. 

I w
ant them

 to push them
selves in the 

curriculum
 and add rigor, but only in so 

m
uch as it m

akes sense for them
. This is 

not a one-size fits all experience.
2.

I am
 not a huge fan of a student taking a 

really hard class in a subject that they do 
not love. O

ften this takes tim
e and energy 

aw
ay from

 other things that m
atter m

ore.
3.

A
 student should play to their strengths. 

Find rigor (particularly early on) in the 
areas they are m

ost interested in.
4.

BU
T, I am

 also inherently interested in 
balance. Taking on too m

uch at the 
expense of extracurricular activities, 
personal health and w

ellness, etc. does 
m

ore harm
 than good.

5.
I alw

ays steer it back to the num
ber of 

hours in a day.



T
he Con

text I G
ive 

W
hen

 A
dvisin

g 
Studen

ts on
 Course 

Selection

1.
I give them

 the average num
ber of 

w
eighted courses (honors and A

P) that 
this year’s seniors w

ill graduate w
ith at 

the end of the year.
2.

I give them
 a typical “trajectory” for 

how
 this average w

orks out over the 
course of four years.

3.
I give them

 the average w
eighted 

cum
ulative G

PA
 that this senior year 

class had at the end of their junior 
year.

4.
I give them

 the average num
ber of 

w
eighted courses their class has this 

year.
5.

For sophom
ores, I give them

 the 
average w

eighted G
PA

 for their class at 
the end of the freshm

an year.

(w
ith full acknow

ledgm
ent that 

w
ith a sm

aller student population 
and access to m

ore data, this is a 
privilege I have that others do not…)



T
he G

PA
 

Q
uartile 
Sheet

(aka M
aking D

ata W
ork For Y

ou)

●
W

e started using these w
ith our juniors 

and seniors m
any years ago but have 

found them
 to be particularly helpful 

in our conversations w
ith 9th and 10th 

grade fam
ilies as w

ell.
●

W
e use three year’s w

orth of data to 
give m

ore depth and breadth to the 
inform

ation.
●

These are particularly helpful for 
low

er-perform
ing kids to give them

 a 
concrete goal to shoot tow

ards and it 
also gives som

e perspective/reality to 
those that m

ight be a bit overconfident 
or unw

illing to accept the nature of 
highly selective college adm

issions.
●

They are a huge pain to create, but 
ultim

ately w
orth the effort.



T
he G

PA
 Q

uartile Sheet



H
ourly 

H
om

ew
ork 

Calculator

(this is a w
ork in progress)

●
M

y goal is to develop a w
orksheet 

by w
hich students can calculate 

the average gross num
ber of 

w
eekly hom

ew
ork hours they are 

signing them
selves up for w

hen 
enrolling in a particular set of 
classes.

●
This w

ill be paired w
ith an article 

on the role of sleep and w
ellness 

as it relates to academ
ic success.

●
The challenge is going to be how

 
to best gather this inform

ation.



W
hat N

O
T

 T
o 

D
o...

●
D

O
 N

O
T build (and/or support) a 

culture of am
bition rather than 

value-based reasoning.
○

W
hat are the m

essages your school 
is sending students and fam

ilies?
○

A
re you talking out of both sides of 

your m
outh? (I know

 w
e do, 

som
etim

es.)
●

D
O

 N
O

T forget about the 
“psychology” of a transcript.
○

The G
PA

 is one thing, but w
hat story 

does the transcript tell?
○

The trend m
atters.

●
D

O
 N

O
T (unintentionally) encourage 

burnout.
●

D
O

 N
O

T refuse to acknow
ledge that 

this process is scary and stressful.



A
n

d n
ow

 a little bit about 
selective college 
adm

ission
s...



W
hat M

atters in
 Selective College A

dm
ission

s

The Tangibles

●
The Transcript.
○

The G
PA

.
○

Class R
ank/O

verall rigor.
○

Eligibility
●

Standardized Test Scores.
○

SA
T/A

CT
○

SA
T Subject Exam

s
○

A
P Exam

s
○

(and how
 do they validate/invalidate your 

school’s curriculum
?)

●
Extracurricular Com

m
itm

ents
○

Q
uality vs. Q

uantity
○

A
 w

ord about leadership.
●

The W
riting.

The Intangibles

●
A

U
TH

EN
TICITY

!!!
○

W
hy did you take the classes you took?

○
W

hy did you pursue the activities you 
pursued?

●
Personal Q

ualities
○

D
o you com

e across as som
eone they w

ant 
on their cam

pus?
○

D
o your teachers like you?

●
D

o you fulfill an institutional need that school 
has for that year?

●
A

re you a m
atch for that institution and have 

you dem
onstrated that accordingly in your 

application?



O
n

e last thin
g…

 
n

ever forget the 
pow

er of w
ords.

O
ne w

ay to give the pow
er back to your teachers, 

guidance counselors, and adm
inistrators is to rem

ind 
them

 that, at the end of the day, they are educators. It 
is their job to educate students (and parents) about this 
process. I alw

ays close any presentation I give to 
parents by pointing out the follow

ing things:

1.
Their child only gets to do high school once.

2.
It is the parent’s job to be supportive of this 
process but not to insert them

selves into it.
3.

A
s m

uch as you can, have fun and keep a sense 
of hum

or.
4.

A
t this point, they really only have 3-4 years left 

before their child leaves the nest. U
ltim

ately, 
they w

ill set the tone for the relationship they 
w

ill have w
ith their child.

5.
I have never had a student com

e back to m
e and 

tell m
e that they w

ished they stressed out m
ore 

about college w
hile in high school. In fact, it is 

m
ost often the opposite. R

ecent surveys show
 

that a vast m
ajority of college freshm

en say they 
ended up w

here they w
ere supposed to be.



Q
uestion

s?



m
ccan

dlessg@
sagehillschool.org


