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Introduction 
—
In recent years, schools, districts, and states have increasingly relied on Individual 
Learning Plans (ILPs) to ensure that students gain the skills necessary to succeed  
in college and the workforce. Also known as Academic Achievement Plans, Personal 
Graduation Plans, and 4-Year Plans, ILPs are personalized, goal-oriented programs 
designed to help students focus on their academic and career futures.

Despite their prevalence, ILPs have not been widely studied. Consequently, the 
National Association for College Admission Counseling (NACAC), in partnership  
with Hobsons and with analytical support from Coffey Consulting, LLC, undertook  
a national study to better understand the operationalization and effectiveness  
of ILPs in public high schools across the United States.

Findings

• In 2015, 29 states and the District of Columbia had ILP policies or other 
similar college and career readiness initiatives that were mandated at the 
state level.

• Of the 915 public high school survey respondents using ILPs, 54 percent 
had used ILPs for at least five years. Nearly one-third (31 percent) had 
implemented ILPs for 10 years or more.

• Almost all schools with ILPs initiated the programs by 9th grade, and ILP 
implementation at more than 90 percent of schools involved meetings 
between students and school personnel at least once per year.

• Sixty-two percent of school counselors determined that, based on their 
professional experience, ILPs somewhat or greatly contributed to successful 
student outcomes.

• Survey respondents indicated a relative lack of involvement in ILP 
development, implementation, and evaluation among state- and district-level 
stakeholders, as well as among school administrations and personnel other 
than counselors.

• Counselors were more likely to be involved in ILP implementation than  
to participate in ILP design or evaluation.
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Implications for Policy and Practice

• Greater awareness and communication related to ILPs is needed at the  
state level, specifically between states, districts, schools, and school 
personnel. Consistent naming and messaging of plans across states  
could help increase public awareness of—and engagement with—ILPs.

• Training, as well as uniform tracking and evaluation programs, should be 
developed for all phases of ILP usage. Extensive counselor training coupled 
with clear, consistent guidelines for measuring ILP progress and outcomes 
can increase such programs’ effectiveness in improving student outcomes.

• Successful ILPs require a commitment to meet regularly with students  
on an individual basis in order to track progress and reevaluate goals  
and plans. Reducing student-to-counselor ratios is one way to increase  
the frequency of these one-on-one interactions.
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I.
State-Mandated 
ILP Policies
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Twenty-nine states and the District of Columbia had specifically mandated ILPs for 
all high school students at the time of this study. As shown in Table 1, the number 
of states with mandated ILPs had remained constant since 20111, although the 
exact states implementing such programs had changed. Specifically, Arkansas, 
Florida, Mississippi, and Utah no longer required ILPs while Maryland, Minnesota, 
Vermont, and Wisconsin had adopted ILP mandates.

Table 1. States with Mandated Individual Learning Plans (ILPs) or Similar Initiatives 

State 2009 2011 2015

Alaska  Unknown • •

Arizona  • • •

Arkansas  •  

Colorado  Unknown • •

Connecticut  • •

Delaware  • • •

District of Columbia • • •

Florida  • •  

Georgia  • •

Hawaii  • • •

Idaho  • • •

Indiana  • • •

Iowa  • • •

Kentucky  • • •

Louisiana  • • •

Maryland  Unknown   •

Michigan  • • •

Minnesota    •

Mississippi  • •  

Missouri  • • •

Nevada  • • •

New Jersey  • •

New Mexico  • • •

New York  Unknown    

Oregon  • • •

Rhode Island  • • •

South Carolina  • • •

South Dakota  • •

Tennessee  • • •

Utah  • •  

Vermont    •

1 Bloom, T. & Kissane, E. (2011) Individual Learning Plans: Improving Student Performance: Cincinnati, Ohio: Hobsons. 
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State 2009 2011 2015

Virginia  • •

Washington  • •

West Virginia  • • •

Wisconsin    •

Total 21 30 30

Sources: Connolly, Faith. “Results of State Survey on Individual Learning Plans.” Naviance. 2009; Bloom, Todd and Emily Kissane. “Individual 
Learning Plans: Improving Student Performance.” Hobsons. April 2011; Scan of state policies conducted by 2015 report authors. 

Note: States not listed were not found to have a mandate in any of the years studied. 

Note: Prior reports (2009 and 2011) made a distinction between “ILP models” and “guidance frameworks or other college and career readiness 
initiatives.” Due to uncertainty related to replicating this methodology, and in order to make year-to-year comparisons, these distinctions were 
eliminated for the current report. Any state-level mandate requiring particular activities related to college and career planning for secondary 
school students was included. 

Note: For the 2009 report, Alaska and Colorado declined to participate, and Maryland and New York requested that their survey responses not 
be published. 

Among the state-endorsed ILPs or similar planning initiatives, the most common 
elements included: identification of academic, career, and personal goals; a career 
exploration tool; and the capacity to update ILPs annually. By contrast, resume 
builders, personality and learning style assessments, and referrals for learning 
support, among other things, were not as widely utilized (see Table 2).

Table 2. Key Elements of State-Endorsed Individual Learning Plans 

Number of States that Include Each Element

Academic plan 49

Academic, career, and personal goals identified 45

Career exploration 45

Updated annually 41

Strengths and needs assessments 21

Resume builder 18

Personal reflection 17

Service learning 16

Action plan 15

Personality and learning style assessments 10

Learning support referral 10

Source: Scan of state policies conducted by 2015 report authors. 

Note: N = 51 (50 states and the District of Columbia).

Table 1. cont’d.
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State-Level ILP Evaluation

Only nine states and the District of Columbia had conducted formal assessments 
of their ILPs at the time of the study. Table 3 provides an overview of these 
assessment programs and Delaware was begining to collect data.

Table 3. State-Level ILP Assessment Programs

States with ILP Assessments Type of Assessments

California Tracks whether students in certified pathway program earn additional credits, are more 
likely to be on track toward graduation, and are more likely to graduate than peers in more 
traditional high school programs. 

Colorado Tracks Individual Career and Academic Plan usage, along with milestones within the plan. 

District of Columbia Tracks student course completion, specifically repetition of courses, and regularly  
administers surveys.

Indiana Tracks High School Graduation Plan usage and graduation rates. Indiana also has a survey 
called the Learn More Indiana Survey. 

Kentucky Tracks ILP usage and completion rates.

Nebraska Tracks Personal Learning Plan usage and effectiveness.

New Jersey Rutgers University conducted a three-year evaluation report on the state’s Personalized 
Student Learning pilot program. 

Oklahoma Tracks academic achievement in Career and Technical Education programs. 

Rhode Island Has a Data Hub with statistics on student success measures and is collecting data  
on ILP usage. 

South Carolina Conducts longitudinal studies on the state’s Personal Pathways to Success initiative. 

Source: Scan of state policies conducted by 2015 report authors.
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II.
Individual Learning  
Plans in Practice
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In order to examine the prevalence of ILPs and their relationship with various 
school-level variables, survey responses from more than 1,600 high school 
counseling offices in 44 states and the District of Columbia were analyzed.2 
Approximately 56 percent of respondents (915) reported using ILPs. Most of the 
schools using ILPs had counselor caseloads of 500 students or fewer, with more 
than 40 percent indicating a student-to-counselor ratio of 250 to 1 or less.

The most common elements featured in the ILPs of survey respondents included:

• Progress toward high school graduation (88 percent)
• Completion of high school course plan of study (81 percent)
• Career interest identified (77 percent)
• Participation in dual enrollment courses (65 percent) 

Statistical analyses also revealed: 

• Schools with fewer than 250 students were significantly more likely to use 
ILPs in comparison with schools enrolling 500 or more students.

• Charter schools were more likely than traditional schools to adopt ILPs. 
• Schools with more low-income students were more likely to use ILPs. 
• Schools allocating $11,000 or more per student were significantly less likely 

to use ILPs than those with funding between $8,000 and $11,000 per student.

State ILP Mandate Status

Notably, 29 percent of respondents located in states that had been identified 
as mandating ILPs reported that they did not, in fact, use ILPs (see Table 4). 
Administrators and other leaders at these schools may be unaware of the state 
mandates, or they may lack the resources to comply. Conversely, many survey 
respondents from states without ILP mandates (44 percent) reported using ILPs.

Table 4. ILP Mandate Status According to Survey Respondents and State Scan 

State-mandated ILP Policy
ILP Status from Survey Response

Percentage That Use ILPs Percentage That Do Not Use ILPs 

Yes 67 29

No 44 53

Sources: Scan of state policies conducted by 2015 report authors; High School ILP Survey.

2 The breakdown of survey respondents by school characteristics can be found in Table 6, Appendix I.
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III.

The Implementation,  
Evaluation, and  
Effectiveness of ILPs
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Based on the particular characteristics of ILPs and other college and career 
readiness initiatives, potential stakeholders—school counselors, other school 
staff, district-level personnel, and state-level leaders—are likely to be involved to 
varying degrees with ILP design, implementation, and evaluation. Survey results 
summarized in Table 5 indicated that school counselors were more often involved 
with ILPs than other stakeholders, especially with implementation and the design 
and development phases. 

Despite this high level of involvement with ILP design and implementation, many 
counselors lacked training about ILP usage and were uninformed about ILP 
evaluation.

• Nearly 44 percent of counselors did not undergo any ILP training.
• About 31 percent of respondents were unsure if their states mandated ILP 

tracking.
• Seventy-eight percent of respondents were unsure how frequently their state 

requires formal ILP evaluations.

Table 5. Stakeholder Involvement in ILP Design, Implementation, and Evaluation

Percentage of Schools Reporting Involvement of Each Stakeholder

  ILP design/development

    Counselor 62

    School 32

    District 26

    State 34

    Not sure 5

  ILP implementation

    Counselor 79

    School 39

    District 18

    State 9

    Not Sure 3

  ILP evaluation

    Counselor 50

    School 21

    District 14

    State 11

    Not sure 30

Source: NACAC and Hobsons, 2015. Individual Learning Plans for College and Career Readiness: State Policies and School-Based Practices.
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Connecting ILPs to Student Outcomes

On average, 57 percent of graduates at survey respondent schools were accepted 
into college, and just under half (48 percent) enrolled in college. Twelve percent 
entered directly into the workforce. No correlations were found between these 
outcomes and specific ILP elements.

In terms of ILPs’ contributions to students’ college and career success, the majority 
(62 percent) of respondents felt that ILPs somewhat or greatly benefit students. 
However, nearly one-quarter (24 percent) were unsure whether ILPs were related 
to student success, and 12 percent felt that ILPs did not have any effect on  
student outcomes.
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IV.

Recommendations for 
Policy and Practice
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Improved Communication and Consistency

• Greater awareness and communication around ILPs is needed at the state 
level, specifically between states, districts, schools, and school personnel. 
More consistent naming and messaging of plans across states is one way  
to facilitate greater knowledge and familiarity with ILPs. 

• The lack of information about ILPs on state education websites also points 
to a need for greater public awareness about these programs, particularly 
among families of students in the college and career pipeline. 

Greater Investment and Engagement

• Greater engagement is needed on the part of state- and district-level 
stakeholders, as well as among some school administrators and personnel 
(other than counselors). Not only would such engagement help set ILPs as 
a priority but it also would generate a more concerted effort to continually 
track and improve upon ILP elements.

• For ILPs to be effective, they likely require a commitment to meet regularly 
with students on an individual basis in order to track progress and reevaluate 
goals and plans. Additional capacity at the school level, and engagement 
from all school personnel, will be needed to implement ILPs on a large scale.

Uniform Tracking and Evaluation

• State- and district-level leadership can help increase the effectiveness of ILPs 
by creating clear, consistent guidelines about ILP tracking and evaluation to 
be shared at state and national levels. This would facilitate further efforts to 
assess the effect of ILPs on student outcomes.

• More research is needed about counselors’ perception of ILP usage, including 
their experiences with ILP implementation, as well as school personnel and 
administrators’ levels of awareness about these programs.
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Training

• The survey results indicated that most schools did not have any extensive 
training in place for ILPs. While nearly one-third of respondents indicated 
having received training for ILP implementation, it was not clear whether  
any training existed to ensure that ILPs continued to be used and tracked  
in the most effective and consistent manner.

• Training should be developed for all phases of ILP usage, from 
implementation to delivery and evaluation.
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I.
Appendix
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Appendix 
—
Table 6. School Characteristics of Survey Respondents

School Characteristics, 2012-2013 Percentage of Survey Respondents

  ILPs Used

    Yes 56

    No 39

    Not sure 2

    Missing 2

  School Enrollment

    0-50 0

    50-249 19

    250-499 22

    500-749 12

    750-999 9

    Over 1000 36

    Missing 3

  Title I School

    Yes 52

    No 44

    Missing 3

  Locale

    City 16

    Suburb 26

    Town 18

    Rural 37

    Missing 3

  Free/Reduced-Price Lunch

    0% 1

    1-24% 22

    25-49% 42

    50-74% 23

    75% and above 8

    Missing 4

  School Type

    Traditional public school 81

    Charter school 4

    Missing 16

Note: School characteristics were merged with survey responses using the U.S. Department of Education’s Common Core of Data (CCD), 2012-13. 

Note: N = 1,626.
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