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College-Readiness: Listening to the Students’ Perspectives  
by Elizabeth A. Young 

 
Nassau County saw 15,393 graduates walk across that high school graduation 
stage at the end of the 2016-2017 school year (NYSED 2018).  Ninety-six per-
cent of those graduates walked away with a New York State Regents diploma 
in hand; of those 14,784 students, 9,413 students (63.6%) received the coveted 
New York State Regents diploma with Advanced Designation (NYSED 2018).  
 
The next phase for the majority of these students is matriculation at a 4-year or 
2-year higher education institution — at least that’s the plan.  Of the high 
school completers for the 2016-2017 school year, 70% and 21% have post-
graduation plans of attending a 4-year college and a 2-year college, respective-
ly (NYSED 2018).   
 
As each student walks across that graduation stage and is handed his or her 
diploma, most of those in the audience probably assume that the student is now 
“college-ready”.  Regardless of the type of diploma received and academic 
credentials on their transcripts, do the students themselves actually feel 
“college-ready”? 
 
The non-profit, YouthTruth, analyzed survey response data about college- and 
career-readiness from over 55,000 high school students gathered between Sep-
tember 2015 and December 2016 and administered in partnership with public 
school districts across 21 states (YouthTruth 2017). 
 
Approximately 50% of the students surveyed indicated that their school has 
prepared them academically for college-level courses and given them the skills 
and knowledge that they will need to succeed in such courses.  While slight 
variations were seen among students from different demographic groups, it is 
interesting to note that 12th graders, who were closer to high school graduation, 
felt no more prepared for college than 9th graders who were surveyed. 
 

 
Image Source: YouthTruth 2017             
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The percentage of students surveyed who reported that their schools have helped them to prepare and succeed 
in college also varied slightly by self-reported race and ethnicity with the highest percentage being reported 
among Asians, but still at only 56%.   
 

 
Image Source: YouthTruth 2017  

  
Although the data are not nationally representative (the participating schools pay to participate in 
YouthTruth’s programs and surveys), the results about the students’ perceptions regarding their own level of 
college-readiness and their feelings about if their high schools prepared them adequately for college-readiness 
and success is definitely a topic that needs more attention and evaluation.  There is much room for improve-
ment across all demographic groups.  Students were not required to comment on why they felt the way they 
felt, but some anonymous comments were provided in the report and contained phrases such as, “I don’t feel 
prepared for the transition I will have to make for college,” and “the things we learn help us pass tests…but we 
don’t learn basic skills for studying that will help us survive in college” (YouthTruth 2017).   
 
So…What actually defines being “college-ready”?   
 
There is much debate over how college-readiness should be measured, but one definition of college-readiness 
most often cited in the literature states that college-readiness is “the level of preparation a student needs in or-
der to enroll and succeed—without remediation—in a credit-bearing general education course at a postsecond-
ary institution that offers a baccalaureate degree or transfer to a baccalaureate program” (Conley, 2010).  The 
key points are the terms “succeed” and “without remediation.”  Conley explained that “succeeding” refers to 
the ability to complete a course with enough proficiency to enroll in the subsequent higher level course(s) and 
that “without remediation” implies the ability to enroll in a credit-bearing, general education college course 
(Conley 2007).  According to the National Center for Education Statistics, 29% of students enrolled at public 4
-year institutions and 41% of students enrolled at public 2-year institutions reported having to take at least one 
remedial class during their time at college (Skomsvold 2014).  Unfortunately, students who have to take reme-
dial classes in college are more likely to drop out (Jimenez et al. 2016).  
 
Additionally, there is much more to college-readiness than just academic success and being able to enroll in 
and pass non-remedial, credit-bearing college courses.  Students are learning how to be adults for the first time 
in their lives.  Therefore, students need to be prepared to enter college with certain behaviors and factors es-
sential for college success.  Such behaviors and factors are having self-determination and self-motivation to do 
well, engaging in learning, knowing when and how to ask for extra help when/if needed, as well as developing 
good study habits and time management skills to juggle both courses and social activities.  Moreover, improv-
ing on one’s writing ability (both creative and scientific) is critical since writing is a huge component for a ma-
jority of college courses, and requisite writing techniques vary tremendously according to one’s college major 
choice.  Some students already possess these abilities, but many others may need some guidance before they 
step foot on their college campuses.   
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The YouthTruth 2017 survey of high school students represented the thoughts of high school students who 
have yet to enroll in college classes.  Therefore, it is possible that these students may not be as unprepared for 
college as they believe.  In fact, a nationally representative survey was conducted among members of the high 
school graduating class of 2010 one year after graduating.  This study, conducted in 2011 by an independent 
non-profit on behalf of The College Board, found that 66% of students from the class of 2010 felt that their 
high schools prepared them well for college and college-level work.  One-third, however, felt that their high 
schools could have done a better job of preparing them for college success (Hart Research Associates 2011). 
 
A major area that was found to be underutilized by students and could greatly impact and improve their feel-
ings of college-readiness is student support services pertaining to life after high school.  The YouthTruth 2017 
survey found that about 60% of students who used college-related support services in high school (e.g. college 
entrance exam preparation, admissions requirements counseling, and college application guidance) found those 
services to be helpful.  With that said however, only about one-third of the surveyed students reported that they 
actually used these support services.  Most concerning is that the least used student support service for college 
is counseling about how to pay for college  ̶  only 19% of the students surveyed used this service.  Being able 
to afford and pay for college is one of the major reasons students drop out of college (YouthTruth 2017) and is 
the biggest challenge faced in the transition to college (Hart Research Associates 2011). 
 
As educators, not only it is important for your students to be successful throughout their K-12 academic expe-
rience, but also after those students walk across that high school graduation stage, receive their diploma, and 
embark on the next phase of their academic career.  College-readiness in all facets (i.e. academic, financial, 
social, etc.) is key for success.   Listening to your students’ perspectives on whether they, themselves, feel col-
lege-ready is vital, and educators need to support and prepare students for college well before they graduate.  It 
is important to ask the students directly to figure out what they need most to feel prepared to succeed during 
the next phase of their academic lives.  Even the most academically gifted students may feel apprehensive 
about attending college – maybe not related to succeeding with their coursework, but succeeding in other areas 
such as socially, living independently from their parents, and affording school financially.   
 
Gathering information regarding your students’ perspectives on their own feelings of college-readiness, such 
as the information gathered on the YouthTruth 2017 survey, could be very valuable as a gauge for how your 
students think they are doing on their path to college and beyond.  A survey of this kind would also enable 
school leaders to prioritize resources accordingly to help improve students’ perceptions of their preparedness 
for life after high school.  Your students know themselves better than anyone, and they need to feel as prepared 
as possible so that they have the utmost confidence when they walk onto that college campus for the first time.  
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