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The Race For Excellence: How High Schools Are Missing The Mark On College

Preparation 

Introduction 

For a high school graduate, the cap and gown are the finish line, and they 

have finally achieved the prize that they have been working towards for four 

hard years: the diploma. Upon receiving this, high school students know how

to plug numbers into an equation, how to use Pythagorean’s theorem, and 

how to diagram a sentence. They may feel that their race is finished. But in 

reality, their race for excellence is only in its beginning stages. As students 

embark on the next stages in their education, we must ask ourselves a 

question: Is what high schools and parents equip their students with for 

college what they need to excel? 

Incoming college freshmen are not properly prepared for college in many 

ways. The things colleges expect out of freshmen and what high schools 

expect of graduating seniors are two different things (“ Closing the Gap,” n. 

d). The expectations put forth by colleges on incoming students are 

sometimes hard to navigate if a student is used to being tested on their 

knowledge in a particular way, or being treated a certain way by their 

teachers. As they make the important step forward into college life and 

beyond, they must learn to adapt to the different challenges thrown their 

way—including the responsibilities of managing their own time, adjusting to 

new and difficult academic environments, and understanding the grades 

given to them based on their work. College is a completely different 

atmosphere not only academically, but also socially, emotionally, and 
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domestically. Our purpose in this project is to prove that high schools are not

properly preparing students for college and life outside of high school and to 

show how educators and parents can improve on helping future students. By

sharing the results of our project with educators and parents, we hope to 

create change with the people who impact students the most during their 

high school careers. 

Overview of the Issue 

In a report put out by the people behind the ACT, the term “ college 

readiness” was referred to as “ the level of preparation a student needs to 

be ready to enroll and succeed —without remediation— in a credit-bearing 

course at a two-year or four-year institution, trade school, or technical 

school” (Crisis At The Core, 2005, p. iii). The issue of college readiness is not 

a new issue. As far back as 2005, articles were already being written to alert 

people that high schools are not preparing their students for college 

(Rigoglioso, 2005). High school students are not college-ready for several 

reasons, a major one being that high school students are not being taught 

life skills, but rather how to get a good score on a test (“ Closing the Gap,” n.

d, p. 4). Heller (2010), the director of Penn State’sCenter for the Study of 

Higher Education, agrees that a main issue of why students are not prepared

for college is schools’ focus on getting a good grade on tests. He notes, 

“[that] ultimately, current classroom performance is what prepares a student

for admission—and test day—better than cramming or retesting to boost 

scores” (para 1). High schools are myopic in their goals, as they do not look 

beyond the goal of having their students achieve excellent scores on tests 
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and try to achieve the goal of developing young people who are prepared to 

face life’s challenges whether they be in college or in the workforce. 

High schools should be a place where young students learn skills they can 

develop for the rest of their lives. Such skills may include how to make a 

budget, how to take care of basic household chores like cooking and 

cleaning, and how to effectively interact with other people. No matter the 

stage of life, students will always have to interact with others, whether it be 

working on a group project in college, a presentation for work, or putting a 

puzzle together in a retirement home. Why wait to prepare students for life 

until they are expected to know how to navigate life with all the necessary 

skills? 

According to a Hechinger Report investigation, a majority of students 

enrolling in college classes are not properly prepared or ready for college-

level courses. Many students have to be placed in remedial courses, forcing 

colleges and students to spend their time and money taking these courses, 

just to catch up to college standards (Butrymowicz, 2017).  Time and money 

are precious, to anyone, especially to college students who are trying to get 

a degree and pay off the seemingly ever-accumulating debt. The desire to 

make it out of college with a degree can diminish when students are 

discouraged by having to take courses that do not progress them further into

their programs but instead just bring them to the point where they can 

begin. This causes stress not only with their education but financially too. 

Part of this stressfulness and discouragement can be remedied by preparing 

high school students for college before they start, so they will not have to 

spend time and money on remedial courses (Butrymowicz, 2017). 
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Methods 

To support our claim that high school students are not ready for life outside 

of high school, we conducted a total of three electronic surveys between the 

dates of September 19, 2019, until October 3, 2019. Gathering the opinions 

of students, parents, and high school educators respectively, we asked each 

party about their take on how high school prepared them or their students 

for the college experience. We received a total of 25 responses, with 10 from

students, 10 from parents, and 5 from educators. On average it took 

students two minutes to complete their survey, and only one minute for 

parents and high school educators to complete their survey(s). 

We asked them the following questions: 

Students (Survey #1): 

1. How well did your high school experience prepare you for college? 

For this question, we had different areas where the student could rate 

anywhere from strongly disagree to strongly agree on how they prepared 

they felt for different aspects of college life. 

2. Are there any other ways your high school experience left you 

unprepared for college (socially, housekeeping, etc.)? 

For this question, we had a text box that students could write any other ways

they felt unprepared for college. 

3. Were there any other ways you felt prepared for college? 
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For this question, we had a text box where students could write any other 

ways they felt prepared for college. 

Parents (Survey #2): 

1. Do you feel your student/child was properly prepared for college? 

For this question, we had a range of “ strongly disagree” to “ strongly agree”

for the participants to answer from. 

2. What if any basic life skills did you try to instill in your student/child? 

For this question, we provided the following multiple-choice answers for the 

participants to pick all that applied. The options included: “ how to cook,” “ 

how to clean,” “ how to do laundry,” “ how to manage their own time,” as 

well as an “ other” option for them to fill in something specific that was not 

listed. 

3. What is one thing you wish you or high school taught your child? 

For this question, we had a blank for the participants to provide a short 

answer. 

High School Educators (Survey #3): 

1. What were the biggest things you emphasized in your classroom? 

For this question, we had multiple-choice where the high school educators 

could click whatever options they emphasized in their classroom. We also 

provided another box where they could write what they emphasized in their 

classrooms in case we did not include it in our options. 

2. Do you think your students were prepared for life in college? 
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For this question, we had different areas they thought their students would 

be prepared for college with a range from strongly disagree to strongly 

agree. 

Findings 

In the results of our student surveys, we found that academically, 75% felt “ 

a great deal” prepared, 37. 5% felt “ a lot” prepared, and 12. 5% felt “ not at

all” prepared. Socially, 25% felt “ a great deal” prepared, 50% felt “ a lot” 

prepared, 22. 22% felt “ a moderate amount” prepared, and 37. 5% felt “ a 

little” prepared. Emotionally, 37. 5% felt “ a great deal” prepared, 33. 33% 

felt “ a moderate amount” prepared, 37. 5% felt “ a little” prepared, and 12. 

5% felt “ not at all prepared.” In finances, 25% felt “ a little” prepared and 

87. 5% felt “ not at all” prepared. With time management, 12. 5% felt “ a 

great deal” prepared, 12. 5% felt “ a lot” prepared, 77. 78% felt “ a 

moderate amount” prepared, and 12. 5% felt “ a little” prepared. 

In the results of our parent survey, we found that 50% of parents answered “

agree” and felt that their children were prepared for college, with 30% split 

evenly—10% each—between the “ strongly disagree,” “ disagree,” and “ 

neutral” categories. Only 20% responded with “ strongly agree” as their 

answer to this question. The parents also reported life skills they tried to 

instill in their children before college. Based on their responses, 90% tried to 

instill time management into their children’s lives, 60% focused on laundry 

as a basic life skill, 50% emphasized cooking, 40% tried to teach their 

children to clean, and 30% chose to answer “ other,” specifying with 

responses including money management and the ability to read books as 
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their chosen basic life skill. When asked what they wish their students were 

taught by their high school, parents responded with a range of things. 

Included were examples involving finances and investing, the idea that “ 

college is not necessary to be successful in life,” “ how to gain the best 

education in the course taken,” the idea that “ life is not fair but it is good,” 

and “ basic adult skills.” 

In the results of our high school educators survey, we found that most high 

school educators, that is 85. 71%, focused on helping their students develop 

a strong work ethic, 85. 71% focused on helping their students think 

critically, 71. 43% focused on the concepts specific to the unit, 71. 43% 

focused on the importance of  respect for peers and authorities, 28. 57% 

focused on teaching their students how to interact with peers, 14. 29% 

emphasized the importance of coming to class, and 0% emphasized the 

importance of passing the class. When asked how prepared high school 

students are for college, high school educators responded in several ways. 

71. 43% agreed that high school students are prepared academically, while 

28. 57% strongly agreed. 85. 71% agreed that high school students are 

prepared socially while 14. 29% were neutral. 57. 14% of high school 

educators agreed that high school students are prepared emotionally for 

college, while 28. 57% are neutral, and 14. 29% disagree. 28. 57% of high 

school educators agreed that high school students are prepared financially 

for college, while 42. 86% were neutral, 14. 29% disagreed, and 14. 29% 

strongly disagreed. 42. 86% of high school educators agree that high school 

students are prepared domestically for college, while 42. 86% are neutral, 

and 14. 29% disagree. 
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Mode of Delivery 

Because our audience is high school students, parents, and educators, we 

have decided to deliver this information through the use of a website. We 

plan to send this link out through the official high schools and university 

social media pages at the beginning of the school year so that schools and 

educators can employ better preparation methods for their students during 

the academic year. 

To establish credibility, we plan to use ethos by including visual aids, such as

charts and graphs. The charts and graphs we will use will come from the 

surveys we conducted. Using those charts and graphs will establish our 

ethos by showing our audience that we are basing our claims on evidence 

and feedback from other people. We can remove a sense of bias by showing 

data collected from our surveys that do not support our original claims. We 

will also use videos as another source that corroborates our message. 

Through a pathos appeal, we will use real students’ own experiences and 

struggles in their transition into college to give our project a more emotional 

appeal besides the numbers and facts from the surveys. We also will be 

using pictures, images, and videos that help support our findings. 

We plan to use logos by appealing to our audience’s reasoning to support 

our claim and including actual facts we have found from secondary research,

and also from primary research. 

We plan to use kairos, because we will be presenting our multimodal via a 

website which will be posting through Oakland’s official mailing list. 
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Therefore, almost all if not all students would be alerted of a problem that 

has affected them, and affect rising freshmen they may know. 

Recommendation 

The pattern of not preparing students for college does not have to continue. 

Through the help of parents, high school teachers, or even older college 

students, we can help the next generation of college students achieve their 

own goals and expectations, and the goals and expectations of others, 

specifically their college professors. 

Helping the younger generation of college students be prepared to thrive 

throughout their college experience does not have to be a totally paradigm-

shifting project. Instead, helping prepare the next generation can be as 

simple as older students who have already navigated through college, 

sharing some effective study strategies, or even suggesting which professors

to pick for class. Parents could also take some time and show their children 

how to do their own laundry, set up a budget, and help their children learn 

how to better manage their own time. 

High school educators and administrators can help the next generation of 

college students thrive in a slightly more dramatic way. They can help the 

next generation of college students by “ exposing high school students to 

the college experience.” What better way is there to show students what 

college will be like, than giving them a taste of what college will be like 

through AP classes or dual enrollment, among other ways (Closing the gap, 

n. d.)? 
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