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THE SOCIAL CIVIC ATTTIUDES, BELIEFS AND VAILFES

OF AMERICAN YOUTH

Margaret Stimmann Branson

INTRODUCTION AND STATISTICAL FORTRAIT OF AMERICAN YOUTH

Any attempt to describe American youth and their social and
civic attitudes, beliefs and values must be undertaken with some
degree of trepidation. American youth, or that portion of the
population of the United States between the ages of 15 and 24,
now mumber approximately 43 million. Considerable diversity is
bound to obtain in such a large group; American youth, to be
sure, are not a hamogeneous lot. Even so, thanks to the advances
in public opinion polling, scientific sampling techniques, survey
research and sustained scholarly interest in assessing the
attitudes, beliefs and values of the young, it is possible to
draw same defensible generalizations about American youth.

Before examining some specific aspects of what youth believe
and value, an overview or collective portrait of the young in
the United States probably is in order. That collective portrait



is at odds with media images painting a gloamy picture of a
deeply troubled and irresponsible younger generation. A recently
released (1988) study of nan—college youth cammissioned by the
William T. Grant Foundation concluded "...the common portrait of
deeply troubled youth is not only misleading, but hammful in
itself. Wewghttooormctthemoordwtofasenseof
fairmess, as well as accuracy... More students are staying in
school longer, earning both high school diplamas and college
degrees. Fewer are dropping out before earning their diplomas.
More are employed, albeit in part-time jobs. Fewer young girls
are becaming parents prematurely. Drug abuse, while still
distressingly frequent, is less common than was in the late
1970's. Crime and homicides are down samewhat from the highs of
the past decade."l-

Other studies drawing on the latest, statistically reliable
surveys tend not only to support the Cammission's conclusion,
they afford further insight into the condition of American youth
today.2- Here in staccato fashion are same of their more salient
findings:

. The mmber of American youth is shrinking
dramatically. Between 1980 and 1996, the
youth population, ages 15-24, is expected to
fall 21 percent, from approximately 43 to 34
million. Young people as a percentage of the
nation's population also will decline fram

18.8 to 13 percent.

. These falling numbers will drastically alter
the characteristics of the American labor
pool, higher education enrollments, armed
forces recruiting, the nature of consumer
markets, and crime rates, among others.

. Of young adults aged 25-29, 86 percent are
high school graduates, twice the percentage

2
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of 1940. Twenty-two percent of all 25-29
year-olds have oampleted four years of
college, nearly double the 1963 figqure and
four times the 1940 percentage.

More than half of all youth are still living
at hame. Bycontrast living alone in a non-
family rousehold is beocoming less fregquent;
the mmbcr of youth doing so fell nearly 25
percent becween 1980 and 198S.

Three of every four 16-24 year-olds worked
for pay sametime during 1985 and about 30
million had individual incume. Even so,
unenployment remains a serious problem for
young people, Early in 1987, nearly 13
percent of 16-24 year-olds in the labor force
were unemployed with black youth
experiencing much higher unemployment than
white youth, rogardless of their education
level. Hispanic youth also expenenoe higher
unemployment than non-Hispanics.

Today's youth are marrying later, and having
far fewer children. A%t ages 18-19, half are
in school and two-thirds are in the work
force. Nearly half will wait until they are
24 years of age or older to marry (23.3 years
for women, 25.5 for men). More than half of
all wamen 22-24 years old have yet to bear
their first child. The percentage of
umarried 20-24 year-old wamen more than
doubled fram 28 to 58 percvent fram 1960 to
1986.

The high school dropout rate continues its
decline, but students from poor families,
regardless of race, are three to four times
more likely to drop out than those from
affluent households. Hispanic youth are
twice as likely to drop out of school before

graduation as non-Hispanic teenagers.

The problems facing minority youth will take
on even greater importance as they account
for larger and larger proportions of the
ycnth population; the mumber of black youths
is declining at a slower rate than whites,
while the population of Hispanic youth is
increasing. The rising proportion of
comparatively disadvantaged youth from
minority populations, especially the five
percent who are immigrants, presents special
challenges.



. More than three-quarters of the students in
high school say they, when eligible, will
vote in most elections. But less than half
of the eligible 18-22 year-olds actually
registered to vote in 1986. Of those who did
register, as many as 40 percent described
themselves as independents.

. Today's youth will live longer than any other
generation of Americans. A white waman of age

20 can expect to live to 80 and a white man

to age 73. A substantial life expectancy gap
persists between blacks and whites.

Statistical data such as that just presented is useful for
cbtaining a kind of "macro" view of American youth, but we need
to sample the burgeoning political research to ascertain the
attitudes, beliefs and values of American youth.

SYSTEM SUPFORT, PATRIOTISM AND NATIONAL PRIDE

Americans continue to express a degree of patriotism that is
remarkable when compared to other industrial societies. From the
beginning, Americans imposed on themselves a self-conscious
identity distinct fram the European world. And, according to
Michael Vlahos, Director of the Center for the Study of Foreign
Affairs, U.S. Department of State, Americans to this day continue
to seek to strengthen their self-described uniqueness.

Americans believe that there has never been a society

quite like our own. This American 'exceptional ism’

suggests that we are a people graced with unusual
natural endowments. We think of ourselves literally as
a 'people of plenty.' But our mythology also reminds
us that this land was a great ‘untamed wilderness,' a
'land of savagery.' It was the exceptional will, unity
and vision of the American people and their beliefs
that transformed the landscape. The twin icons of
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national bounty and national achievement have inspired

two senses of an American national purpose; a

conviction that the United States should serve as an

c2aple to the world, that America and its pecple are

the model for all mumman development; and an mpulse to

change the world for good, to beoame the active agent

of human progress.3-

Public opinion poll after public opinion poll and survey
after survey tend to bear out Vlahos' cbservations. Americans of
all ages — children, adolescents and adults — oontimie to
believe that there is no society, no country quite like their
own.

The literature on political socialization suggests that
pride in country and diffuse support develop in early childhood,
well before the develogment of more specific opinions or even the
acquisition of specific political information.4* Two recent
canvasses, The Weekly Reader National Surveys on Citizenship and
Goverrment conducted in 1984 and again in 1988, testify to that
literature. In The Weekly Reader surveys with as many as 500,000
children participating, 66 percent of the students in grades 4
through 6 agreed "a lot" or "same" with the statement that "No
other country in the worid is as good as the United States."
When the children were asked why the United states is a great
country, 87 percent of them said it was great because it was a
free country. Only 4 perccnt attributed its greatness to the
fact that it is a rich country, while only 9 percent associated
its greatness with the fact that the United States was "my
hame".5+  (See Figures I and II).



FIQURE I.
Our Country

No other country in the world is as good as the United States
Grades 4-6

| agree:

W aot

3 some

4 alittle
O notatal

This question was asked in grades 4-6 only. Students generally
agree that the United States is the best country in the world.

The United States is a great country because it is
Grades 2-6

O my home
a rich country
a free country

Most students in grades 2-6 say th~ United States is a great
country because it is a free country.




Surveys of patriotism, diffuse support and political affect
have demonstrated that positive feelings about the United States
persist into adolescence. The 1981 Norman-Harris survey of over
150,000 youth aged 13 to 18 years of age found that nine of every
ten teenagers had positive feelings about the United States.
Further, that figure was consistent regardless of age, race or
gerder. An extensive and wide ranging survey of some 1,500
students conducted in 1983 under the auspices of the Natianal
Association of Secondary School Principals showed secondary
school students to be a fundamentally loyal and supportive — but
not a rabidly patriotic — group of citizens. The students
exhibited a basic faith in American society and a general, if not
profound, level of confidence in its institutions.5:  The
dimension of that stuly which deals with students' views on
loyalty and dissent, is of particular interest, Lkocause it
illustrates increasing political sophistication. In 1974, a
fifthofthest\ﬂentssaidﬁ)atapersmwldmtbothdisagree
withthegavenmentandbecmsidemdlayaltothecamtzy.
Qurrent student opinion on this issue more closely resembles the
1960's viewpoint; a solid 95 percent of the teenagers today agree
that loyalty to the country and disagreements with goverrmunt
policy do not cancel one another out.”-

Patriotism, diffuse support and political affect also are
hallmarks of American adults. Symbols like the flag and campaign
speeches about patriotism fiqure largely in American elections,
even though shows of patriotism rarely are part of democratic
elections elsewhere in the industrialized world. Americans of
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all ages are inordinately proud of their nation, as public
opinion polls and surveys consistently reveal. In 1981, the
Roper Foll learred that Americans, regardless of age, were
exceptionally proud of their country. (See Figure III).

Pride in Country

Question: Earlier on in American histary, many pecple
around the world thought the United States was the very
best place in the world to live. Do you think it still
is, or not?

Still the best place to live 90%

§
|
Is not 8% l
|

Source: Roper Poll (1981)

In 1985,a whopping 97 percent of those polled by the New York
Wdeclaredthamelvastobe"mimpruﬂ"or"vely
proud" of the United States. Their exberant patriotic
sentiments are in contrast to a moderate declaration of national
pride expressed by citizens in other Western European nations.8-
(See Figure IV).




FIGURE IV,
Feelings of National Pride

(in percent)
United States  Great Britin West Germany Prance
Very proud 87 58 20 42
Quite proud 10 30 42 19
Not very proud 2 9 21 11
Not at all pre ud - 2 11 2
No opinior 1 1 6 4
Tota 100 100 100 100
(N) (1581) {1001) (987; {965)

a Less than 1 percent

Source: Citizen Politics in Western Democracies.

LEFT AND RIGHT, LIBERAL AND CONSERVATIVE ORTENTATIONS

Most Americans do not routinely use the left-right spectrum
to identify tremselves, nor do they use those terms to refer to a
richly articulated and overarching philosophy of govermment. On
the contrary, most Americans, including the young, tend to
condemn those who espcuse what they consider to be "extreme"
views or non-centrist tendencies. 1In that respect, Americans are
similar to the British and West Germans. Most citizens of those
nations also tend to think of themselves as ideological
moderates.

Americans, if they attempt to identify their overall
political oriencations, are more likely to use the terms liberal
and conservative rather than left or right. But many high scaiool
age youth in the United States have difficulty even with the
labels liberal and conservative. In a 1983 survey of high school
youth, 40 percent of them said they couldn't place their views on

9
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the liberal-conservative range at all, because they did not know
if their perspectives were liberal, conservative or samething
entirely different. Those who did identify their leanings were
mor likely to be male or younger, and they were more likely to
descrihe their politics as conservative. Conservative
designations, however, were neither related to particular regions
of the United States, nor were they more prevalent among

students from higher family incomes.9:

The results of a 1987 report of national normative data on
the charac’ ristics of students attending American colleges aid
universities as first-time, full-time freshmen, were not
strikingly different from the high school survey. Students'
self-identification of their general political posture showed a
slight movement away from the political center, contimuing a
trend bequn in Fall, 1982. Same 56 percent of the entering
freshmer: students described themselves as being politically
"middle-of-the road," down from a high of 60.3 percent in 1983.
This decline in the "middle-of-the-road" category was reflected
in a slight gain in the liberal position coupled with a slight
decline in the percentage of students who identified themselves
as conservatives. Those shifts were very modest, however. The
proportion of freshmen who identify themselves as politically
conservative or far right has changed little in the past five
years, despite the continuing public discussion about the
apparent conservative mood on college campuses. The proportion
of students identifying themselves as liberal has been rising

10
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slowly in recent years, up to 22.2 percent of the 1987 freshmen.
That is a substantial gain over the low of 18.1 percent recorded
in 1981. However, the proportion of "liberal" freshmen is still
well below the peak of 35.3 posted in 1971.10- (see also Figure
V).

FIGURE V,

Figure V. Trends in Freshman Political Preferences
(percentages, 1970-1987)

FETUTICE i S
NN
e
- Middle-of-the-Road

“\\\L
#‘\«&'&\“\“

\\“\\\\\\\\\\\‘

Liberal/Far Left

)
IIIII|II||||mmlIH"'“luu""mm"“m““"mmm"ummm.mummummmm|||l"“"“'"
Conservative/Far Right

Source: i :_Nati No; fo 1 1987

Same political scientists find the unwillingness or
inability o. American youth to ascribe liberal/left or
conservative/right labels to themselves disturbing. W. Russell
Neumann, for example, attributes that urwillingness to a failure
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to understand those conceptual yardsticks for measuring political
life. Neuman concluded from extensive depth interviews whicn
involved all age groups that

-..only one in five citizens are able to define
liberalism am conservatism in enouwgh breadth to
subsume multiple issues in the full sense of an
anchoring concept, and only half of them, or about 10
percent of the sample, offer acceptable definitions.
This top 10 percent exhibit some sophistication in
ﬂwirrespmsebyidentifyingsx:hthirqsasaposmm
toward change, goverrment involvement in social
problems or private enterprise, and issues of socialism
or capitalism. The remainder of those who attempt a
definition tend to tie it to a sinple and concrete
example of a particular issue or to the narrow spend-
save dimension. But the more typical group, the other
80 percent, offer much narrower definitions or exhibit
considerable confusian. 11,

Very similar conclusions were reached in a series of surveys
of all age groups conducted in 1987 by The Gallup Organization
and the American Enterp.ise Institutez for Times Mirror Company.
On a scale of aone to ten, people were asked the extent to which
they self-identify with 16 terms.1?-

Americans strongly identified (8-10 on the scale) with
these terms by the following percentages:

FIGURE VI.

Wi ich Ameri ly Identi ves
Anti-Cammmnist 70%
A religious person 49%
A supporter of civil rights

movement 47%
A supporter of peace movement 46%
An envirommentalist 39%
A supporter of the anti-

abortion movement 32%
A Democrat 31%
& supporter of the women's

movement 29%

12




A conservative 27%
A supporter of the National

Rifle Association 27%
A union swroorter 27%
Pro-Israel 25%
A Republican 20%
A liberal 19%
A supporter of the gay rights 8%
movement

Source: Times Mirror Study of the American Electorate, 1987.p.12.

Gallup pollsters made a special point of the fact that
although pecple say these terms identify them, the overall
pattern of their responses may ocontradict their self-
identification. Further, their responses to particular items do
not always accord with the self-ascribed labels of liberal or

conservative.

POLITICAL PARTY IDENTIFICATION

Studies in the United States document a decline in the
public's identification with political parties and growing
disenchantment with parties in general. The decline in
partisanship among yoursjer cohorts began in the mid 1960's, and
it oocurred among both the igh-school-educated and the college-
educated, but not uviy those with only a grade school
education.13- yschewing party labels, increasing mumbers of youth
call themselves indzperdent. Youth Action, a Washington, D.C.-
based organization devoted to encouraging youth activism, reports
that as many as 40 percent of first-time voters in the 18-to-22
age bracket are currently registered as independents.l4-

Even the very young demonstrate a reluctance to identify
with & particular political party. Students in grades four, five

b6



and six were asked about their party preferences in nationwide
Surveys conducted in 1984 and again in 1988. Students were asked,
"If you could vote, which would it be? Democrat, Republican,
sametimes Democrat and sametimes Republican, or neither one."
Manystudents—mrethanhalf—saidﬂxatifﬂxeycandvote
theywmldbei:ﬂependmt—satetimesDamcratarﬂsanetim
Republican or neither one. Older students were more likely than
yamgerst\xhntstodmemeoftheuajorpartis. More than
twiceasmawsmdentsdmosethemmblicanpartyasd)osethe
Democratic party. There also was a substantial increase over the
1984 survey in the mmber of students who said they would be
Repub’icans. 15+  (see Figure vII).
FIGURE VII.
Citizenship
If you could vote, which would you be?
A. Democrat
B. Republican

C. sametimes Democrat, sometimes Republican
D. neither one 1988

% 40

34

™
(3]

N 32

B Democrat
Republican
B sometimes D/R
neither one




The tendency to view one's self as an independent is
corroborated by other studies. If today's high school students
were to maintain the political party affiliations they now
profess through their adult years, all future elections will be
decided by the undeclared voters. Interestingly enough, the so-
called "gernder gap" in the Republican party may be borne out in
same measure among present day high school age students.
Significantly more male students than female students reported
themselves as Republicans, whereas the student Democrats were
camposed of males and females in equal numbers. However, given
that n;ore females than males indicated that they were undecided
about party affiliation, the currently lower rate of student
identification with the Republicans may only be a function of
time. A 1986 Time/Yankelovich poll found that 64 percent of the
"baby bocmers', or the cohort aged 32-45, say they have becume
"more conservative" in their political views since the 1960's.
Four recent surveys by the Americans Talk Security project found
that the oldest groups in the American population are now the
most Democratic while the younces: (18 to 24) are the most
Republican. The middle-aged baby boamers are somewhere in the
middle. 16-

The decline in identification with political parties has not
extinguished the desire of the young to hold public office.
While only about six percent of American teenagers report they
would be "very interested" in running for an elected office,
another 30 percent qualify their opinion by saying they "might"
be willing to run for office. Interestingly enough, careers in

18
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politicsrmseantobemreameali:gtothefenale students of
the 1980's. Today's male and female students, in equal numbers,
indicate an interest in seeking public office, but in 1974 the
number of males interested outrumbered females by a two-to-one
margin.17.

There is oconsiderable agreement among scholars who have
examined the trend toward weakened allegiance to political
parties that it has important political consequences. This trend
is probably at least partially responsible for a parallel decline
in voter turnout. The decline in the trend of voter turmout has
been monotonically dowrward after 1960 until 1980, when turmout
was 52.6 percent. The largest decrease from 60.9 percent to 55.2
percent came from 1968 to 1972, and it can be attributed largely
to the extension of the franchise natiorwide to persons 18, 19
and 20 years of age. The youngest persons eligible to vote have
always had lower voter turnout than older persons, and since
1972, the lowest turnout has been among those 18 to 20 years old.
Many explanations for the failure of the young to vote have been
offered. M. Margaret Cormway of the Universi'y of Maryland
cbserves in her study Political Participation in the United
States:

Younger citizens are less likely to participate than

are middle-aged citizens. Several social

characteristics interact with age to produce this

effect. One is marital status: a lower proportion of
thosemoaremﬂertheageonSammrried, and
persons who are not married are less likely to be
involved in politics.... A second reason why young
citizens participate in politics less is their high
rate of mobility. Individuals who have lived in an
area a relatively short time are less likely to vote,

and younger citizens move more frequently than do older
citizens.18.
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ERIC 15




The role of commmity ties in political participation is
strikingly evident when voting turnout rates among college
suﬂentsareoarparedwiththoseofmx-studentsofu\esamage
group. Comunity norms within the college student cammunity
m to pramote voting participation. Social interaction and
integration into the campus cammnity further encourage
participation among students. On campus, special efforts usually
are made to register students. But after students leave the
college enviromment, a drop in political participation rates
ocarr.19-

Before leaving the subject of declining political
identification, some attention needs to be directed to more
recently identified reasons for the phenamenon. Many political
scientists now believe that these trends are at least partially
the result of the addition of new issues to the political agerda,
the difficulties the established parties have had in responding
to these issues and the changing characteristics of ocontemporary
publics. As a result of his study of public opinion and
political parties in the United States, Great Britain, West
Germany and France, Russell J. Dalton of Florida State University
concluded that more issue—oriented, less partisan publics are
emerging not only in the United States but in all of the Western
democracies.

Unsophisticated voters once relied on social group

Cues and party leaders as a basis for making political

decisions. Because of the dramatic spread of education

and information sources, more citizens are now able to

deal with the complexities of politics and make their

own political decisions. Consequently, issues are

becoming a more important basis for voting behavior as
the influence of traditional party and growp

17 20



allegiances wanes. The new style of citizen politics
includes a more sophisticated issue-oriented public.20-

Other scholars, while agreeing that the public, particularly
in the United States, is becoming more issue-oriented, are less
sure abaut the public's sophistication. His 1986 study of
knowledge and opinion in the American electorate led W. Russell
Neuman to conclude

Most citizens do have carefully developed opinions on

same issues and partial or vague opinions on most

issues. Cautious survey research, after offering
respondents every opportunity to volunteer that they do
not have an opinion on a particular issue, finds
routinely that 80 pervent of the respondents insist on
offering one. Furthermore, these opinion distributions
are stable in the aggregate over time and correlate in
modest degree with the traditional demographic and
behavioral variables.... Perhaps these phenamena could
best be termed quasi-attitudes. The measured public
opinion on an issue is a mixture of carefully thought
out, stable opinions, half-hearted opinions,
misunderstandings, and purely random responses.21l-

STUDENTS' ATTITUDES AND BELIEFS ABOUT CONTEMPORARY ISSUES

Although Americans in general, and youth in particular,
seldom exhibit adherence to any ane particular set of political
perspectives, they do have opinions, attitudes and beliefs about
a wide variety of contemporary issues. Space limitations
prevent extended discussion of particular issues in this paper,
but significant findings from recent, reliable polls will be
reported.

First, let us examine the attitudes and beliefs of the
youngest of students surveyed. In a natiorwide survey corducted
in 1984 and repeated in 1488, students in grades four, five and

18..,. 21




sixwereaskedtoindimtetheiragmamwiththestataent
"Peopleinthegovenmtmnalmstalwaysbetmsbedtodowtnt
is right." The majority of students in fourth grade agreed at
least samewhat thatpeopleinﬂ:eqaverme:tcangenerallybe
trusted to do what is right. However, as grade level increases,
the proportion of students who agree a lot with that statement

declines precipitately.22- (see Figure VIII).

FIGURE VIII. _
People in the government can almost always be trusted to do what is

right.

% 50
o e : .

407 ) @ | agree:
B alt

30 4 B some
B aiittle
4 not at all

20

10 -

0

4 5 6
Grade
Source: Weekl t t ip and

Elementary school children also were asked to indicate whose
job they thought it should be to do the most about specific
problems or issues currently of concern in the United States.
'Ihevastnajority—sare?Bpercent—-viewtheqovermentas
having special responsibility for keeping the country out of war.
A majority also agreed that goverrment bears special

19
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responsibility for protectiny the nation from its enemies and
for keeping prices down. On those items, in particular, the
higher the grade level, the more inclined the students were to

put responsiblity on goverrment. (See Figure IX).

FIGURE IX.

Whose job should it be to do the most about each of these problems?
(Check one box for each.)

it should be the job of:

other  all
government groups Ccitizens

Providing work for all who want to

work 4% @ 21% 32%
Fighting_crime 30% N% 39%
Protecting our country from its

enemies 59% 149 21%
Keeping prices down 55% 28% 7%
Providing shelter for the homeless 44% _ 23% 3%
Protecting the rights of blacks and

other minorities 50% 18% 2%
Protecting the rights of women 40% 2% 38%
Keeping our country out of war 18% L% 15%
Fighting poliution 20% 21%  59%




When elementary school students were asked how good a job
theyﬂnmtﬂxegwemlentwasdoi:qmeadxofmepnblets
identified in Figure VII, they gave the government a mixed report
card. The majority of students believed that the govermment is
doing quite a good job of keeping the United States out of war
and protecting the country from its enemies. A majority also
believed that the govermnment is doing a good or very good job of
providing a good education for all, and of protecting the rights
of wamen, blacks and minorities. They are less laudatory about
the response of the goverrment to other problems. Many students
m.imcthegovenm\entisdoingorﬂyafairjd), or even a poor
job, of providing shelter for the hameless, providing work for
all who want to work, fighting pollution, and keeping prices
down. Many younger students tend to think the goverrnment is
doing a good jaob of fighting crime, while older students terd to
think the government is not doing quite so well. In fact, in
nearly every instance, older children are inclined to take a less
sanguine view of goverrment performance. When the 1984 and 1988
surveys on the same issues are compared, however, students show
increased satisfaction with government performance. They tend to
uminkgovenm\entwasdoirgabetterjobinlsaaofkeepirgum
United States out of war, protecting the country from its
enemies, protecting the right of wamen and providing work for all
who want to work.23-

Secordly, letusexaminethemsultsofsuxveysofmterican
teenagers or high school age youth. One of the most
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camprehensive studies of high school students ever undertaken was
conducted under the auspices of the National Association of
Secondary School Principals in 1983. Students were asked to
register their views about social, military and moral issues and
about criminal justice and education.24: (See Figure X).

High school students' views of social issues — health,
jobs, and housing, in particular — were closer to the
traditionally liberal outlook. It should be noted, however, that
the survey guestmns were phrased without mention of financial
costs. In the "gquns versus butter" debate, the majority of
students chose "butter". Interestingly enough, however, a
majority of students simultaneocusly held a belief that seemed to
run counter to their choice of spending money on social rather
than military needs. About 54 percent of the students said that
nuclear weapons were necessary to protect the United States. As
the pollsters cbserved, "Judging by their expressed support for a
mmber of ocostly military and social programs, students
apparently share in the politicians' perpetual quandary of how to
sort out all of the nation's campeting demands on its fiscal
resources. "25-

The issues which most severely split the opinions of the
high school students surveyed were also the issues that
are most divisive among the American public at large. Issues
dealing with morality, sex and drugs evoked the greatest range of
views as the responses recorded in Figure X. reveal.
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Views on Contemporary Issues
Percent of Students

» & Nese &
P e e P& O & &
O @"@‘(’@ R o
l.  Social Issues St & TS P ‘9\‘0‘“ &
a Money should be spent on social needs
rather than military needs 221 358 281 105 34

b. Adequate health care for all should be

provided through a national health plan 439 410 91 28 32
c. There should be a guaranteed annuaf in-

come (o insure every ciizenof the US a

decent and adequate standard of living 311 400 157 104 28
d The government must provide safe, de-

cent, and sanitary housing for all Amen-

cans, whatever the cost 239 386 23/ 110 29
€ If people are unable 10 tind jobs, it 15 their
own fault 53 225 363 306 54

. Military Issues
a. Nuclear weapons are necessary to protect

the U.S. 212 326 224 213 25
b. A miitary draft 1s necessary to keep US

defense strong. 235 85 538 0 143
¢ Draft registration should not be requred

during peacetime. 166178 517 0 139

d It would be a good idea 10 have a system
of national service for both sexes whch
would require spending at least two yeérs
with such agencies as ihe Peace Corps,

VISTA, elc 71 271 355 270 33
. Criminal Justice

a Thedeathpenalty is an acceptable form of

pumishment for some cnmes 486 298106 93 18
b We need sircter laws 1o control the use of

the insanity plea. 673 245 56 19 8
¢ Laws should be enacled 1o control hand-

gun sales and ownership 413 270 156 147 17

IV. Education

a Commumly conlrol of schools s the best

way 1o provide the best education 212 480 210 71 27
b A bingual educat on program should be

offered in areas wiere a high percentage

of families are non-Enghish-speaking 363 ¢31 118 59 390
¢ Local school ofticials should Le able 1o

censor the books and matenals to be ysed

i their schools 639 345 0 0 15

V. Moral Issues

a. Sea educalion should be done by parents,

not in the schools €01 151 505 0 143
b Abortion should remain legalized 218 304 156 316 6
c. Porncgraphic matenals should be legally

avaiable 1o adul'ts 103 339 239 306 13
d The legal dnnking age should be raised 1o

211n all states 345 220 206 220 9
e The purchase and use of manjuana should

be legafized 168 105 586 0 140

23

26



Student attitudes about issues related to criminal justice
also reflected a mixture of liberal and conservative viewpoints.
High school age students definitely believed that the death
penalty is an acceptabl: form of punishment for same crimes, with
almost half of them characterizing their support of the death
penalty as a very fimmly held position. Student defense of
stricter laws governing handguns and the insanity plea also
indicated that youth tosay are concermed not only with the
incidence of crime Iut with its prevention and punishment as
well.

Arerican teenagers were asked their views on three issues
facing the nation's schools:; book censorship, bilingual education
and commnity control of education. Surprisingly, almost 99
percent of the students said local school officials should be
able to censor books and materials used in their schools. Four-
fifths of the students supported bilingual education in areas
where a high percentage of families are non-English speaking.
Finally, almost 70 percent of the students registered support for
local control of schools as the best means of providing a good
education.26-

When high school students were asked to name the most
important world problems, they cited the threat of nuclear
disaster ard wer as today's foremost global issues. (See Figure
XI).
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Figure XI,

HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS' ASSESSMENT
OF THE MOST IMPORTANT WORLD PROBLEMS

Problem Areas

E

1. Nuclear Disaster 31.7
2. ‘Threat of World War III 21.3
3. Poverty 15.1
4. Overpopulation 10.5
5. Envirommental Problems 6.5
6. Energy 4.3
7. Unemployment 1.5
8. Inflation/Econamy 1.0

The Mood of American Youth.
(Responses to a NASSP Survey, 1983.)

Two more recent, but less extensive studies of the attitudes
and beliefs of high school age youth also are worth noting. USA
ToDAY polled 1,154 delegates to the National Association of
Student Councils convention held in June, 1988. The results of
the pull showed that student leaders are becaming more liberal.
They took stronger liberal positions than three years ago on
issues such as abortion, gun control, health care, scwol prayer
and the arms race. Only 40 percent favored banning abortions,
down from 44 percent three years ago. The vast majority — 77
percent — backed gun control, up fram 74 percent in 1985s.
Eighty-six percent of the student leaders thought goverrment
should guarantee all citizens adequate health care, up from 82
percent in 1985. A majority — 63 percent — said that students
who want to pray in school should be allowed to do it, but that
was down fram 73 percent three years ago. Finally, more than
three-fourths of the student couxil representatives wanted the

federal goverrment to cut military spending and use the money for
social problems,27-
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The American Home Economic Association (AHEA) , in Spring,
1988, asked 510 high school junior and seniors in 15 urban,
suburban and rural centers across the United States to rate their
schools, their parents, their peers, and their concerns and hopes
for the future. Eighty percent of those surveyed said they were
basically happy with their life today. Eighty-one percent said
they trust their parents. More than two-thirds expect to go to
college, as opposed to the less than half who will actually
attend.  Almost all those surveyed plan to get an "interesting"
job.  Although their personal futures looked bright to them,
American teenagers in this survey worried about nuclear war.
Same ¢2 percent said they expected such a disaster same time in
the near future. A majority — 58 percent -- said they did not
believe that racial discrimination would be eliminated during
their lifetime. About one-third of the students were of the
opinion that the United States is on a steady dowrhill path.

(See also Figures XII and XIII).28-
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Source: Christian Science Monitor.

Finally, let us concern ourselves with the attitudes ard
beliefs of America's college and university students. One of the
most reliable and revealing sources of information is the
Coopezrative Institutional Research Program (CIRP), the nation's
largest and oldest empirical study of higher education. Each
year approximately 280,000 college freshmen at same 550 two~ and
four-year colleges and universities across the United States
participate in the annual CIRP freshmen survey. Since 1966, when
the anmual survey was inaugurated, nearly 6 million students,
same 100,000 college faculty and more than 1,250 institutions
have participated in CIRP surveys.

Before examining the results of the most recent (Fall, 1987)
annual survey, notice should be taken of a special publication by
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the University of california at Ios Angeles (UCIA) Higher
Bducation Research Institute entitled The American Freshmen:
Twenty Year Trends, 1966-1985. That report attempted to assess
the significance of two decades of research by CIRP. Those two
decades witnessed dramatic shifts in the attitudes, values,
educational achievements and life goals of American college
freshmen. "We are fascinated by the ocamplexity of the changes
revealed in the 20 annual freshmen surveys and by the possibility
that these trends might be explained in terms of larger political
and social forces," said Alexander W. Astin, UCLA Professor and
Institute Director. Astin then went on to say that the widely-
discussed "conservative" political and social mood on campuses
really reflected a rising tide of materialism coupled with
student concern about an uncertain econamic future, rather than
strong support for conservative political and social policies.29-
Briefly summarized, these are among the more important
observations and conclusions of the report on 20 year trends

among college freshmen frum 1966-1985:

There has been a significant migration away from the
traditional 1liberal arts fields into more
occupationally-oriented majors. Business has emerged
as the number one major and career choice of college
freshmen. 1In fall, 1985, almost one freshman in four
planned to major in business (24.8 precent), up from
14.3 percent in 1966. The increases for wamen were
even more dramatic: the proportion of wamen planning
business careers increased by over 500 percent from
1966 to 1985.

Student interest in the humanities
experienced an esy cially steep decline.

The effect of the Wamen's Movement of the
last decades cannot be overestimated. That
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conclusion is reinforced by practically all
of the sex differences found in the data.
Dramatic shifts in intended majors and
careers and in behavior, attitudes and values
speak to the rapidly changing role of wamen
In American society.

Student values and life goals showed dramatic
shifts. Most of the value items on the
anmal freshmen survey showing large
increases were concerned with money, power
and status: bein; well off financially, being
an authority in one's chosen field, having
administrative responsibility for others and
abtaining recognition. In contrast, values
showing the largest declines involved
altruistic activities and social concemns:
helping others, promoting racial

understanding, cleamng up the enviromment,
participating in commmnity action prcblens,
and keeping up with political affairs.30-

National norms established as a result of the 1987 anrual
survey of American freshmen do not signal any significant
changes in the trends noted in the twenty year study. On the
contrary, the 1987 norms indicated an intensification of same of
the attitudes, behaviors and values manifested by earlier
freshmen classes.

Students entering college in 1987 demonstrated not only
continuing but greater concern with material values. Their
concern was evidenced in at least three ways. First, business
continued to attract students. It is still the most preferred
career among college freshmen. Almos: a quarter of the students
(24.6) elected to major in business. That is an all-time high.
Business was especially popular with wamen students, who enrolled
at more than six ti 2s the level recorded in 1966. As a matter
of fact, women now outmnuber men in some business fields. (See
Figure X1v).
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KIGURE XIV.

Figure x1v:The Career Preferences of College Freshmen

(percentages, 1966-1987)
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Source: i : i for Fall 1987.

A second manifestation of material values on the part of
youth was the proportion of freshmen who said that a key reason
in their decision to attend college was "to make more money"'.
The desire to make more money reached a new high of 71.3 percent,
up from 70.6 percent in 1986.

Aﬂmizdarﬂverytellixxgwayinwhidxstlxientstelegramed
their material values was their acknowledgment that "being very
well off financially" is one of their top personal goals. A
record mnumber (75.6 percent) of freshmen identified this as an
essential or very important life goal in 1987. That figure is
nearly double the level recorded in 1970 (39.1 percent). 1In
contrast with this strong comitment to financial goals, 1less
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than two-fifths (39.4 percent) of the freshmen said that
"developing a meaningful philosophy of life" was an important
life goal. 1In 1968, however, the overwhelming majority (82.9
percent) ranked developing a meaningful philosophy as their
number one aim.31- (See Figure XV).

Fiqure Xv.
WEIGHTED NATIONAL NORMS FOR ALl FRESHMEN
FALL, 1987

OBJECTIVES CONSIDERED TO BE ESSENTIAL
OR VERY IMPORTANT

:

Be authority in my own field

Be very well off financially

Get married

Help others in difficulty

Obtain recognition from colleaques
Raise a family

Have administrative responsibility
Develop a philosophy of life
Influence social values

Pramote racial understanding
Participate in commmnity action
Influence political structure

o 0N
¢ o o

PROODIHOWIDY NN

HHNuuamggU’ﬂ\l
m\oom\om\l.
e e

Source: The American Freshman: Nationa]l Norms for Fall 1987

More than half (56 percent) of 1987's freshmen described
themselves as "middle-of-the-road" in respect to their political
posture. That figure is down samewhat from the peak of 60.3
percent recorded in 1980. That description, however, is somewhat
misleading, because the data show that the freshmen strongly
endorsed a mmber of traditionally liberal positions and a mumber
of traditionally conservative ones. Figure XIV illustrates just
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how ambivalent they were.

EIGURE XVI.

WE1GHTED NATIONAL NORMS FCR ALL FRESHMEN
FALL 1987

AGREE STRONGLY OR SOMEWHAT

:

Govermment not controlling pollution
Goverrment not pramoting disarmament
Oollege increases earning power

Too much concern for criminals
Goverrment not protecting consumer
Abortion should be legalized

Nuclear disarmament attainable

Busing o.k. to achieve racial balance
Oollege appreciated if costs higher
Praohibit homosexual relations

Live together before marriage

Sex is o.k. if people like each other
No endowment investment in So. Africa
Increase in federal military spending
Wamen's activities best confined to hame
Raise taxes to reduce deficit
Abolish death penalty

Marijuana should be legalized

WO BDONNO-IHWWOTO®D W
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Source: The American Freshman: National Norms for Fall 1987

CONCLUSION

Every nation is concerned about its youth and justifiably
so. The United States is no exception, because Americans have
always understrnd that their destiny lies with the next
generation. Even so there is a tendency among older generations
to fear that successor generations will not be able to measure up
to the challenges they inevitably face. As Chester E. Finn, Jr.,
Assistant Secretary of Education, recently abserved, "No subject
is more susceptible to sensational treatment than the lives of

adolescents, (but) if we are to make wise choices about policies
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that affect them, we must be armed with reliable information,"32-
It is to be hoped that this paper has provided the reader
with same "reliable information" about American youih in the late
1980's. That information paints a picture of American youth that
ismrecalplexarﬂinsanewaysmoree:muagingthanthe
picture the media usually draws. As future parents, spouses,
employees and political leaders, American youth of the '80's are
a determined and pragmatic lot. Their goals are to pursue an
advanced level of education, carve out successful careers for
themselves, enjoy material comforts, marry, raise a family, and
Lo attentive to friends and family members in times of
difficulty. While they are concerned about particular issues,
they shrink from identifying with political parties or doctinajre
positions; they have few lofty notions about "changing the
world". They have chosen instead to make their contributions

within their own-careers, families, friends and commnities.
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