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When students find a 
good fit—one where they 

experience academic 
success and a sense of 

belonging—they’re more 
likely to graduate within 

four years.

Source: Kelly, A. P., Howell, J. S., & Sattin-Bajaj, C. (Eds.). (2016). Matching students to opportunity: 
Expanding college choice, access, and quality. Harvard Education Press. 
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED568746

Download the Future Planning Guide for 
Parents, Mentors, and Families

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED568746
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BigFuture Live: Find Their Fit is here to help you 
support your teen in finding their unique path.

Aug 26

Help Your Teen 
Make the Most 

of their 
PSAT/NMSQT

Understand
 academic 

strengths + use 
scores as a 

convo starter

Sep 16

Help Your Teen 
Build Skills That 

Matter Most

Compare 
options across 
fit factors, build

the list

Sep 29

Help Your Teen 
Find Their 

College Fit with 
Jeff Selingo 

Explore how 
courses, AP, 

activities, can 
build strengths

Oct 14

Help Your Teen 
Access More 

Money for 
College

Demystify 
financial aid and 
get more value

Oct 28

Help Your Teen 
Stay Confident 

and Healthy 
Through College 

Planning

Keep a healthy
perspective

Nov 10

Help Your Teen 
Envision Their 

Future

Zoom out and 
build your vision

Nov 18

Help Your Rural 
Teen Find a Path 

That Fits Their 
Community and 

Goals

Evaluate 
options and 

apply (for rural 
students)
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Meet today's 
speakers.

Greg Rafal-Brooks
Senior Director
Program Strategy, BigFuture 

Dan Gonzalez
Executive Director & General Manager, Teamship, 
College Board 

Kenton Gardinier
Co-founder, Givefinity 

Marcy Boyd
Teacher, York High School, NY

Moderator

Ellen Galinsky
President of Families and Work Institute 



What kind of life do you want your teen to have… 



Lesson 1
To reach your north star, help your teen learn
Real Skills for Real Life.



About My 
Journey

Reaching My North Star
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Executive Function
skills are the best 
predictors we have of 
success in LEARNING 
now and in the future. 

A discovery from studying children's 
development 
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Executive Function skills 
have been found to be more 
predictive of academic & 
career success than socio-
economic status or IQ.
e.g., Alloway, T. P., & Alloway, R. G. (2010) Investigating the predictive 
roles of working memory and IQ in academic attainment. Journal of 
Experimental Child Psychology, 106,
20–29. 

Moffitt, T. E. et al. (2011) A gradient of childhood self-control predicts 
health, wealth, and public safety. Proceedings of the National Academy 
of Sciences, 108, 2693–2698. 
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Think About Learning the Traditional 
Basics: What skills did you use?
Read this sentence: 

The girl has tears in her 
dress and tears in her 
eyes.* 

*Kathy Roskow 

Solve this math problem: 

A bat and a ball cost $1.10. 
The bat costs 1 dollar more 
than the ball. How much 
does the ball cost?** 

**ShaneFrederick.2005. 

"Cognitive Reflection and Decision Making.” Journal of Economic Perspectives 
19(4):25–42. 
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Executive Function skills are
a set of attention-regulation
skills involved in the goal-
directed control of behavior,
emotion, thought, and
motivation.
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We can 
intentionally 
sustain our 
attention, shift
it flexibly, and 
focus it 
selectively. 

SUSTAIN our attention on something so we can keep 
it in mind and use what we know to learn something 
new or solve a problem (working memory) 

FLEXIBLY consider different perspectives or different 
aspects of a problem (cognitive flexibility) 

SELECTIVELY use self-control to focus on something 
to ignore distractions, and resist impulsive behavior 
(inhibitory control) 

EXECUTIVE FUNCTION SKILLS depend on 
reflection—pausing, noticing, considering options and 
goals before responding 
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Networks in 200 Adolescent brains 
Hermosillo et a, Nature Neuro, 2023 
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According to the Employers’ 
2026 Job Outlook survey, 70% 
of employers now use skill-
based hiring practices, 
representing a 5-percentage-
point increase from the prior 
year.

https://naceweb.org/talent-acquisition/candidate-selection/the-key-skills-employers-seek-on-college-students-resumes
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Executive Functions 
are the 

"New Basics."

They underlie intentional Learning,
including learning the traditional basics 
(reading, writing, and arithmetic).

They underlie dealing with challenges.

They are the cognitive building blocks for
Real Skills like Communicating, 
Collaborating, Creative and Critical Thinking
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Creating a Guide 

Ask your teen to think about the places where they felt they belonged and 
could be their best selves—learning and thriving.

Have your teen make a list of what those places had in common.

Have your teen use that list as a guide for looking at colleges.

Shifting the process—your teen as the chooser.
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Creating a 
guide promotes 
Real Skills 

Determining what your teen values in places 
= Creative and Critical Thinking

Sharing the list with you = Communicating

Looking at the list from your perspective and theirs = 
Perspective-Taking

Using the list to guide their selection = Goal Setting



It’s about your helping your teen build 
the skills that help them LEARN.

It's not just about 
finding the right 
college.



Lesson 2
To reach your north star, help your teen learn to fix 
problems in the college search process, rather than 
fixing problems for them.



More About My 
Journey

Reaching My North Star
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Executive Function 
skills are the best 
predictors we have of 
success in THRIVING 
now and in the future. 

A discovery from studying children’s
development and voices 

VoicesMatters
Youth Voice 
on Arts & 
Thriving 
Research 
Initiative

Report 2



What do youth want 
to tell adults about 
improving their 
mental health?
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Youth say...

54%
stated the need for open 
communication with adults. 
The most common 
message was simple: 
“listen to us.” 

22%
pointed to the need for 
broader structural and 
societal change to support 
mental health

25%
of youth participants 
emphasized that adults 
need to understand the 
development of young 
people

2%
of youth respondents wrote 
about banning social media

LISTEN TO LEARN, NOT LISTEN TO RESPOND
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Shared Solution

STEP 1: Determine the problem

STEP 2: Generate possible solutions

STEP 3: Consider the pluses and minuses of each potential solution

STEP 4: Select a shared solution to try

STEP 5: Evaluate the solution as necessary, and if it isn't working...

REPEAT THE PROCESS AND ARRIVE AT A NEW SHARED SOLUTION.



27

Shared 
Solutions 
promote 
Real Skills

Determining the problem = Goal Setting

Generating possible solutions = Creative Thinking 

Considering the pluses and minuses of each solution 
= Perspective-Taking 

Selecting a solution to try = Critical Thinking 

Evaluating the solution = Critical Thinking 



It's about your helping your teen build 
the skills that help them THRIVE.

It's not just about 
finding the right 
college.



Lesson 3
Finding your north star depends on mindsets.



More About My 
Journey

Reaching My North Star
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A Possibilities Mindset 
helps us thrive and 
learn.

A discovery from studying parents 
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Possibilities Mindset

• Growth Mindset: Things can be different and can 
get better.

• Stress Seen as a Challenge: I can see this as a 
challenge and face how I feel about it so I can 
make things better.

• Self-Efficacy Mindset: I believe I can rally and try 
to figure out how to handle this situation.

• Fixed Mindset: Things won’t change—this is the 
way it is going to be in the future. 

• Stress Seen as a Threat Mindset: Stress is 
harmful. I feel threatened by it and want to 
avoid it.

• Non-Self-Efficacy Mindset: At this point in my 
life, I don’t think I can change or have much of a 
choice in how I handle this kind of situation.

Adversity Mindset
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Look for Possibilities

Find support in this journey

Keep your north star in mind

When difficulties occur, see that things can change

Try to see problems as challenges, not threats

Understand that you can rally and eventually figure out what to do



The college search is a time when you 
can build the skills that help your teen—
and you—learn and thrive now and in the 
future.

It's not just about 
finding the right 
college.



Thank you!
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You've got questions. 
We've got answers.

Find resources for college and career planning at 
bigfuture.org/community.

Watch short videos that answer questions fast.

Read articles packed with expert advice.

Get tips for your teen’s college and career planning.

Explore tools that help you plan every step, together.



Upcoming Events
Build Skills for the Future
All events begin at 8 p.m. ET / 7 p.m. CT / 5 p.m. PT

September 16

College Fit With Jeff Selingo
September 29

Paying for College
October 14

Well-Being & College Planning
October 28

Envision Their Future
November 10

Rural Pathways
November 18
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