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SECTION 01 

Why the Groundwork Years Matter More Than Anyone 
Tells You 

 

Here is the truth most families hear too late: by the time a student sits down to write college 
applications in the fall of senior year, the outcome has already been shaped for years. Not decided 
— shaped. The rigor of their transcript, the depth of their interests, the habits that let them handle a 
demanding course load without falling apart — all of that was built in the years when nobody was 
paying attention to admissions at all. We work with families across the full arc of that journey, and the 
ones who feel calm and in control senior year are almost always the ones who started thinking 
clearly in middle school. 

We want to be precise about what “starting early” means, because it is widely misunderstood. It does 
not mean hiring tutors for a sixth grader or building a résumé for a child who still has a bedtime. It 
means something gentler and far more powerful: giving your student the room to explore widely, the 
academic placement that keeps every door open, and the personal habits that turn effort into results. 
Done well, this is the least stressful window in the entire process — the one time your child can try, 
fail, pivot, and try again with almost nothing at stake. 

This guide covers grades 6 through 9 because that is the real pipeline. Middle school builds the 
foundation; ninth grade is where the foundation starts bearing weight — where grades begin 
appearing on the permanent transcript and where the most rigorous course tracks either open up or 
quietly close. Our goal is not to make these years heavier. It is to make them count. 

 

Isn't this too early? 
We hear this from thoughtful parents constantly, and the concern is a healthy one — nobody wants 
to steal a child's childhood for a college that's six years away. So let us be clear: this is not about 
pressure, it's about clarity. Starting early actually removes pressure later, because the family that 
lays groundwork now is not scrambling to manufacture a story at seventeen. The goal is a happier, 
more grounded student — not an over-managed one. 

 

SECTION 02 

The One Decision With the Longest Shadow: Math Placement 

 

If you read only one section of this guide, read this one. Of all the choices made in middle school, 
none echoes further than math placement. Mathematics is the one subject that is strictly sequential 
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— you cannot take the next course until you've taken the last — which means the grade in which a 
student takes Algebra I effectively sets the ceiling on how far they can go by senior year. Selective 
colleges, especially for anything STEM-adjacent, read a transcript's math ceiling as a proxy for rigor 
and ability. It is the quiet gatekeeper. 

The mechanics are simple once you see them laid out. A student who takes Algebra I in 8th grade 
arrives at AP Calculus by senior year on a standard, unhurried track. A student who doesn't reach 
Algebra I until 9th grade can still get to Calculus, but only by doubling up on a math course 
somewhere or taking one over a summer — doable, but a harder road. This is why the pre-algebra 
work of 6th and 7th grade matters so much: it is the on-ramp to an 8th-grade Algebra placement. 

Grade The “8th-grade Algebra” track The standard track 

7th Pre-Algebra Math 7 

8th Algebra I Pre-Algebra 

9th Geometry Algebra I 

10th Algebra II Geometry 

11th Precalculus Algebra II 

12th AP Calculus AB / BC Precalculus (Calculus optional in college) 

 

A few honest caveats. Districts vary enormously — some offer Algebra I in 7th grade, some fold 
Geometry into an accelerated “compacted” sequence, some route strong students toward AP 
Statistics or a Calculus-plus-Statistics senior year instead. The named courses matter less than the 
principle: know your district's specific pathway, know what placement test or teacher 
recommendation gates the accelerated track, and know it before the window closes. And accelerate 
only as fast as your child can go while genuinely understanding the material — a shaky foundation 
rushed forward collapses in Precalculus. Speed with mastery, never speed alone. 

 

What to do this year 
Email your child's math teacher or counselor and ask three questions: What track is my child 
currently on? What is the sequence that leads to Calculus by 12th grade? And what determines 
placement into the accelerated course — a test, a grade threshold, a recommendation, and by 
when? Most families never ask. The ones who do are rarely surprised later. 
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SECTION 03 

The Strategy in Three Moves: Explore, Establish, Elevate 

 

The activity side of these years follows a rhythm, and getting the rhythm right is more important than 
any single activity. We think of it in three moves that unfold roughly across grades 6, 7, and 8 — 
though they overlap, and every child moves at their own pace. 

Move 1 — Explore widely (mostly 6th grade) 
Early middle school is for breadth, and breadth has a purpose: exposure is data. A child cannot 
commit to what lights them up if they have never encountered it. The job here is simply to put your 
student in the path of many different things — a team sport, an instrument or art form, a STEM or 
robotics club, a service project, a debate or coding or writing activity — and then watch. What do 
they talk about at dinner unprompted? What do they choose on a free afternoon? You are gathering 
evidence, not building a résumé. 

–​ Sample across categories on purpose: one athletic, one artistic, one academic/STEM, one 
service-oriented, at least once each. 

–​ Use free and local resources — library programs, museum days, community lectures, a parent's 
workplace, online intro courses — before spending on anything expensive. 

–​ Let a few things be tried and dropped. Quitting an activity that isn't a fit is a feature of this stage, 
not a failure. 

Move 2 — Establish identity and skill (7th grade) 
As patterns emerge, the work shifts from sampling to building. This is where the durable skills get 
laid down — the ones that matter far more than any middle-school trophy. We group them as the 
foundational literacies: numeracy (the math track above), reading genuinely difficult texts above 
grade level, and writing clearly and often. Alongside those sit the character skills that no course 
teaches directly: managing time, recovering from a bad grade, sticking with something hard past the 
point of frustration. Seventh grade, before high-school stakes arrive, is the ideal moment to build 
these while mistakes are still cheap. 

Move 3 — Elevate and focus (8th grade) 
By 8th grade, the evidence you gathered pays off. The goal now is not more activities but deeper 
ones — a gentle narrowing toward the one or two pursuits your student genuinely cares about. This 
is also where academics and interests should start to align: the student who loves building things 
leans into robotics and the accelerated math track; the storyteller writes for something real. Position 
deliberately for high school here — the right course placements, a first taste of competition or 
contribution in a chosen area — so that ninth grade begins with momentum rather than from zero. 
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The insider truth about “over-engineering” 
Admissions readers see thousands of applications, and they can tell the difference between a 
student who followed a genuine interest and one whose activities were assembled by an adult. 
Curated, coached, box-checking résumés have a sameness to them that experienced readers spot 
instantly. The counterintuitive lesson: authentic exploration that leads to real depth in one or two 
areas beats a polished list of ten every time. Let the student lead. Your job is to open doors, not to 
walk through them. 

 

SECTION 04 

Character Is Part of the Record 

 

It is tempting to treat these years as purely academic, but selective admissions is not only looking for 
capable students — it is looking for people who make a community better. Committees, in our 
experience, consistently favor contributors over consumers: students who add something to the 
rooms they're in, who lift the people around them, and who can reflect honestly on a setback rather 
than hide it. None of that is built senior year. It's built now, in small and unglamorous ways. 

The good news is that this requires no special program. It grows out of ordinary life done with 
intention — a commitment kept, a younger kid mentored, a cause the student actually cares about 
rather than one chosen for effect. Depth of care matters more than hours logged. 

–​ Choose one form of service or contribution the student can return to over time, rather than a 
scatter of one-off events — consistency is what reads as real. 

–​ Build the reflective habit: after a hard game, a bad test, a project that flopped, ask “what would 
you do differently?” This muscle becomes the college essay four years early. 

–​ Model and name gratitude and belonging at home; students who feel secure take more of the 
healthy risks that growth requires. 

SECTION 05 

Executive Function: The Skill That Quietly Decides 
Everything 

 

Here is a pattern we see over and over: two students of equal intelligence arrive at a demanding 
high-school course load, and one thrives while the other unravels. The difference is almost never 
raw ability. It is executive function — the unglamorous machinery of planning ahead, tracking 
assignments, breaking big tasks into steps, and managing attention. These skills peak in usefulness 
right when the stakes get high, which is exactly why they should be built before the stakes arrive. 
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Middle school is the ideal training ground precisely because a missed assignment costs so little. Let 
your student own their own planner, their own deadlines, and — importantly — their own occasional 
failures. A forgotten project in 7th grade is a cheap, powerful lesson. The same lesson in 11th grade 
is expensive. 

–​ Hand over ownership of a planner or digital calendar now, and resist the urge to be the backup 
memory. Let natural consequences do the teaching. 

–​ Teach the “break it down” habit: turn every large assignment into a short list of small steps with 
their own mini-deadlines. 

–​ Protect sleep and attention as academic assets, not luxuries — they are the substrate everything 
else runs on. 

 

A word on screens and attention 
The single most valuable executive-function skill your child can build in these years is sustained, 
undistracted focus — and it is under constant assault. You don't need to ban technology, but do 
treat the ability to read, think, or work for a solid stretch without a phone as a trainable skill worth 
protecting. Families who set calm, consistent boundaries around screens now give their students an 
edge that compounds through every future course. 

 

SECTION 06 

Crossing Into Ninth Grade: Where It Starts to Count 

 

Ninth grade is the hinge. For most students it is the first year whose grades land on the permanent 
transcript and feed the GPA that colleges will see — which means the habits and placements built in 
middle school suddenly start producing a real, recorded result. We say this not to frighten anyone 
but to reframe the year correctly: freshman grades are not a warm-up, and treating them as one is a 
common, avoidable mistake. 

The strategic priorities of ninth grade are clear. First, enter on the most rigorous track your student 
can genuinely handle — especially in math and science, where the sequence set now determines 
what's reachable senior year. Second, begin converting broad exploration into one or two “spikes”: 
areas of genuine, deepening commitment that will eventually define the application. Third, use the 
summers deliberately. Ninth grade is early enough that a spike still has years to mature, and that 
time is the entire advantage of starting now. 

Domain The 9th-grade move 

Courses Take the most demanding load you can handle well; honors / accelerated where 
earned, especially in math and science. 
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Domain The 9th-grade move 

Grades Treat every semester as counting — because it does. Recover fast from any early 
stumble. 

Depth Pick 1–2 activities to go deeper in, not wider; aim for a small leadership or initiative 
role over time. 

Summers Use them with intent — a program, a project, a job, or self-directed work that 
advances a genuine interest. 

 

 

What “a spike” really means 
A spike is not a hobby and it's not a padded list — it's one or two areas where a student goes 
unusually deep and eventually does something real: builds, leads, competes, creates, contributes. 
Colleges remember angular students who are genuinely excellent at a thing far more than 
well-rounded students who are merely good at everything. Ninth grade is the perfect moment to let 
a middle-school interest start becoming a spike, because depth takes years, and you now have 
them. 

 

SECTION 07 

Competitions and Enrichment: Where to Actually Look 

 

Parents often ask us where to point a curious, capable middle schooler, and the honest answer is 
that the best options are frequently free, local, and widely available — you just have to know they 
exist. Competitions in particular are wonderful at this age not because they impress anyone yet (they 
don't, and shouldn't be pursued for that) but because they give a student a real challenge, a 
community of peers who care about the same thing, and a low-stakes taste of striving. 

–​ STEM and math: MATHCOUNTS and the AMC 8 for mathematics; Science Olympiad and FIRST 
LEGO League for hands-on science and robotics — all built for the grades-6–8 range. 

–​ Words and ideas: a middle-school debate club, Model UN, a school newspaper, or writing and 
essay contests for the verbally inclined. 

–​ Building and creating: coding clubs and free online courses, maker and robotics teams, music 
ensembles, theater, and studio art. 

–​ Contribution: a sustained volunteer commitment, a student-led club, or a small self-started 
project around something the student genuinely cares about. 

A caution worth stating plainly: the point of all of this is engagement, not accumulation. A student 
who loves two of these and goes deep will be far better served — as a person and, eventually, as an 
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applicant — than one signed up for eight they merely tolerate. When in doubt, do less, but do it with 
real interest. 

SECTION 08 

What Early Families Actually Gain 

 

We'll close the substance of this guide with the honest payoff, because families deserve to know 
what all of this is for. Starting early is not about buying an advantage in an arms race. It's about 
arriving at high school prepared, purposeful, and — this matters most — unhurried. 

–​ They enter ninth grade on the most rigorous track available, especially in math and science, with 
every door still open. 

–​ They lead their activities with genuine purpose instead of assembling a list under deadline 
pressure. 

–​ They eventually choose colleges that actually fit, because they've had years to learn who they 
are. 

–​ They enjoy the process — and keep their childhood — because the work was spread across 
time instead of crammed into a panicked final stretch. 

 

Who this is not for 
We believe in candor, so: this approach isn't for everyone. It won't suit families looking for a “wait 
and see” posture that defers everything to junior year, and it won't satisfy anyone hoping for a quick 
fix or a shortcut. It rewards families willing to be patient, intentional, and student-led over several 
years. If that's you, the groundwork years are the best investment you'll make in this entire journey. 

 

SECTION 09 

Where Del Mar Fits 

 

Most of what's in this guide, a thoughtful family can begin on their own this month — and we hope 
you do. What we provide, for families who want it, is the map: a clear read of your district's specific 
math and course pathways, an honest outside perspective on where your student's genuine interests 
could lead, and a multi-year plan that keeps the process purposeful without ever tipping into 
pressure. We work with a small number of families precisely so that our guidance can be tailored to 
one student rather than templated for all. 
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If the groundwork years feel important to you — and if you'd like a partner who has walked this road 
many times — we'd welcome a conversation. There's no better time to start than the year you first 
wonder whether it's too early. It isn't. 
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