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Despite its title, Conley's effort to distinguish between a student being "college-eligible" versus "college-ready" is a serious and comprehensive guide for school districts. The bases of his book are a research project he led to determine Standards for Success and a university-consortium project that developed Knowledge and Skills for University Success Standards. To his credit, Conley allows no process or stakeholder to escape his purview: assessments, counselors, time management.

Conley laments the lack of high school course alignment necessary to provide students with a cohesive understanding of academic disciplines and a lack of student awareness of what lies ahead in college courses. To Conley, "college prep" programs need to be carefully reviewed to insure their coherence, connections between classes, the systematic development of thinking skills and the cultivation of "habits of mind." Conley's use of these concepts is right on point.

Our current status? Conley reports a study that shows remediation rates at all but the most selective colleges approach the 40 percent mark, with over 60 percent of community college students having to take some remedial instruction.

College eligibility includes taking the right courses in high school to get admitted. Yet Conley notes a 2003 study that showed less than one third of students took four years of English, three years of math, and two years each of science and foreign language. He cites privileged students (no surprise) as being far more aware of eligibility requirements. Conley points to high school Mathematics as the best predictor of college success, but what skill sets or knowledge is useful is not identified.

Concomitantly, it appears faculty cannot agree about what is appropriate course content. AP courses are also poorly aligned to courses that precede them. He finds almost no districts have a common template for writing course outlines or syllabi; teachers view their courses as private property. Conley notes college faculty, too, fail to identify what must be included in courses like English.

Conley's book excels in capturing optimal standards for the knowledge and skills necessary for college preparation; to succeed in English, Mathematics and the Natural Sciences. His book breaks down the content and skill sets as well as action steps schools can take. His analysis of the Social Sciences may seem a bit vague. Practically speaking, standards are far different when one is required to understand the diversity of human beings for Social Studies as opposed to Geometry's knowing the difference between sine and cosine. As an aside, however, it is too easy an excuse to say the former cannot be more clearly stated (or taught) by the teacher.

Conley's inclusion of critiqued, college writing samples is eye opening. He points out high school teachers often times do not mark up a paper, nor identify evaluative criteria for measuring the knowledge or skill-level achievement found in a student's paper. He notes college instructors are far more scrutinizing and this shocks students. (As one who has worked in higher education for thirty-five years, I believe he assumes far too much here.)

Conley helps teachers identify where their courses can link with other courses to provide an intellectual connection among disciplines. Alas, teaching reading and writing across the curriculum, a movement dating back to the 1980's, never really made it. It is doubtful that overworked teachers will have the time or interest to apply Conley's research study templates and standards to their courses or even agree upon them.

This can be a book for policymakers, and Conley even thinks for parents. Conley assumes parents would be active participants in the processes, again a bit Pollyannaish on his part, that they would set quality standards for homework. His ambitious alignment efforts for districts assume that there would be district funding and professional development time to study his standards and assure compliance.

It is refreshing that Conley anchors teaching of "critical thinking" and "problem solving" within each academic discipline. There has been too much wasted time spent talking and writing about these concepts in the abstract.

Conley is right. The guide to student success in college is contained in this book. It is not faddish, nor cliché-ridden, but it is easily readable. The next steps are up to us.
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