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~ Teens Yearn for
"~ High Standards

wery o

M” =

merican teenagers-readily admit that

they aren’t”Working very hard in

« *  ‘gchool and say that higher academic stan-

———edgrds-woild give theni the push they need

to fulfill their potential, concludes a report
scheduled for release this week.

Three-fourths of the teenagers surveyed

By Ann Bradley ="

gaid that requiring students to learn-moYe

and making them pass tests before they

could graduate would:reake:students pay
‘> more attention to their studies. Almost

two-thirds of the students said they could

do much better in school if they tried.

" Public Agg@ag@wor@gigy-based

=

public opinion research organization;con-
ducted the stidy, “Getting By: What Amer-
jcan Teenagers Really Think About Their
Schools.” The report follows three previgus
Public Agenda studies exploring thEViews
of teachers; pirenits;and community and
school leaders on similar topics.
The responses not only show that stu-
wwsi. © Continued on Page 38
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Continued from Page 1 study also includes the results of
dents are their schools’ toughest
critics; they also dispute some
commonly held beliefs about ado-
lescents’ attitudes.

« Unlike some surveys of high

. school students, the Public Agenda

" ""Poll probes deeply into the; topl

and uses sound methtxﬂﬂogy
" The report is based on a tele-
phone survey of 1,000 randomly
| selected public lngh school stu:
dents conducted last fall=Tn addi-"
tion, the pollsters oversampled
specific groups, such as minority
and private school St“dil.}ﬁi_ ghe

middle and high school students. ’
The margin of error for the 1,000
students was plus or minus 3
percentage points.

Despite the adolescents’ pro-
fessed support for higher acade-
Faiic standards, the report cautions
that adults shouldn’t assume that
standards alone will do the job.
The youths overwhelmingly view- )
ed their teachers as “the most im-
portant; ;yanabTe in whether, they
learn or not.” Sixty-three percent
of them said having more good
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12 focus groups conducted with )i port for cloge monitoring. Nearly
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%and neglecting their work. Half of
% $o..

The students voiced strong sup-

80 percent said students would
learn more if schools made sure
that students were on time and
completed their homework. More
than 70 percent said schools
should require after-school classes
for youths earning D’s and F’s.

Instead of that kind of support,
however, large numbers of teens '
reported that their schools allow
them to muddle through.

Half of those surveyed said that
too many students in their
schools got away with being late

“a bad job.”

works once in a while.”

practically hand you a diploma.”
‘Crying Out’

Deborah Wadsworth, the execu-
tive director of Public Agenda,
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them said that their schools didn’t
challenge them to do their best.
And 42 percent said that too
many teachers in their schools did

“I' got a 3.8 my freshman year,
and I was never there,” a student
from Sunnyvale, Calif., said in a
focus group. “I did a few home-

“You can just glide through,”
said a Seattle student. “They

= Teens Yearn for Higher Academic Standards, Survey Reveals

, said the findings show that “stu-

{ dents seem to be crying out for the
+adults in their lives to take a stand
+and inspire them to do more.”

On the positive side, the study
found that a big majority of teen-
agers have absorbed the message
about the importance of education
to their futures. They didn't hold
negative views about academic
achievement, despite fears that
many African-American students,
in particular, disdain it.

The proportion of respondents
who said that their friends “look
down on” someone who earns good
grades—19 percent—was not sig-
nificantly different among white,
black, and Hispanic students.

| But the figure was still large
enough to be disturbing to the
study’s authors.

Also of concern were the teen-
agers’ 'nggative views about spe-
cific academic subjects such as
history, science, and literature.
Most said they viewed much of
what they study in school as “te-
dious and irrelevant.”

The few teenagers who said
that they had enjoyed a specific
course attributed their interest
to the skills of a particular teach-
er, rather than to an intrinsic ap-
peal in the subject.

African-American students were
much more likely than their white
counterparts to say that studying
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mathematics is extremely impor-

tant. Nearly 60 percent said it was

“extremely important” to study

American history, compared with
25 percent of white students,”

' “The vast majority of youngsters
! showed little curiosity or sense of
wonder;” the study says. “Most un-
derstood the value society places
i on ‘being educated, but they inter-
pret this almost excluswely as
‘getting a college degree.””

Lack of Respect

Nevertheless, in line with adult
respondents in an earlier survey,
the report found that support for
higher standards among high
| schoolers was “significant and
noteworthy” (See Education Week,
Oct. 18, 1995.)

Three-fourths of those surveyed
said that students shouldn't be al-
lowed to graduate unless they had
mastered English. A similar pro-
portion said they should only be
promoted to the next grade if they
' had learned the material.

The study found that teenagers
share their teachers’ concerns
about the lack of respect and civil-
ity in public schools. Only 13 per-
cent of public high school stu-
dents—compared with 43 percent
of private school students—said
that their classmates were “very
respectful” of teachers.

Students in focus groups also
complamed about teachers treat-
ing them with disrespect. “Some
come in and yell at you and talk
to you like you're four years old,
and they don’t give you any re-
spect. So you don't give them re-
| spect,” a girl from Westchester
County, N.Y., said.

The young people also were dis-
turbed about their peers’ empha-
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