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talk about schools
and change

L1ttle attentlon is. pa1d to student voice :

~when 1mplement1ng education: ‘changes, ' L
-" yet. many measures d1rectly affect stu- -
- dent behavnors in 'school.

'-thought ‘given to how changes will be-

1ntroduced to students or how students

) .' reactionis to them willbe obtalned (Fullen,
o Some studies indicate that 1nformatlon '
' provided by students m1ght contribute to”
" the successful implementation of i innova- *

tions. - The* perspectlves of students on-.

the strengths and weaknesses of changes .
. intheir schools can be strlkmgly 1n51ght--
" ful, but “educators have'a difficult time

hearing their concérns” (Wagner, 1995/

96, p-43). Schogls that listen to students

and 1nvolve them in change efforts find

';'that students can play a valuable role in
renewing their own education,.as well as
*_contributing’ to the. development ofa’

tshared vision and a sense of urgency es-

sential to change efforts (Lott 1995

: .Wagner “1995/96)..

“In April and' May 1997, a w1de vanety

" of] hlgh school’ students—more than160— -
' ‘talked to AEL staff about partlcular inno-
. vations “and about schooling in ‘general.
. The students participated in 16 focus.
. groups throughout Kentu cky, Tennessee,
:Virginia, ‘and West Virginia through
._AEL's Education Issues Forums. The four
“foclss - groups in each state clustered

around e1ther urban, suburban, or rural

] areas

Focus group questlons explored stu-

* dents’ daily experxences with teachersand, '

classmates We wanted to know how stu- .

. .dents were reacting 't.o.'changes in daily :

schedules brought about by block sched-

- uling and- changes in the school year -
‘brought about by year- round school cal-

endars. Wealsohoped tolearn how tech-.

. nologylsaffectlngwhatand how. students ‘
" learn. Fmally, we wanted to know what_
" “school experiences help or hinder learn: °
‘ing and if students feel. safe at school,

" believe they are _getting a good ‘educa-

Seldom is. -

' tion, and feel prepared for college or work . '
Our questions, were ‘pretested in several®. " - '

h1gh schools to ensure they were under:
standable toa broad range of students

. -‘A' ¢ *
How The Study Was Conducted
-AEL staff are mdebted to our Board—

members, who advlsed us on the design "~
. of the study and helpéd us get access to' -

schools; to the busy. school admlmstra-

"tors, who ‘helped us ‘arrange the focus_‘ : '.;‘
- groups and warmly. welcomed uts .info  © -

* their- schools, and, of course, to the stu: i

" dents who openly and honestly shared Y

thelr views with us.. . -
“We asked’ pr1nc1pals at each school to o

, arrange for ‘about 10-12 high school’ stu- .
- dents, preferably: semors, who -repre-. . ’

sented various ach1evement levels, career .

~ paths, extracurrlcular activity  involve: - -
ment levels, genders, ethmc backgrounds, -

- and attitudes toward school to part1c1- .

pate in the AEL focus group.” Principals. = .

also helped by distributing and collect- .

ing ‘parent. consenit forms and arranglng A
an appropriate’ sett1ng for the focus group -
in the school. : :

What we- learned from the students'-' s

- cannot be generallzed to the entire high

school population of the AEL Region, the .

states, ‘or. the.schools the students repre- -

sented Focus group data is qualitative; it - v

does not permit us to talk about frequen- .

c1es, means, or standard’ deviations. How=. .

ever, the depth of knowledge gained: from .
a small number of students provides in-

51ghts about ways that education innova- .. .

tions,. typ1cally de51gned by state pollcy
makers and implemented by local educa-
;tors, play out’in the day-to day lives’ of _
. studeénts. " : -
' The information" collected is reported; ;

“in two ways. Responses of students across o
" all four states are summarized here:.” The-

responses of students in 1nd1v1dual states
_are avallable separately, as-one- page in- -
serts to thls report - —

"2‘? ?
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Student Vo:ces Across the Reglon

Student -opinions across' all four
states were remarkably similar. -

Block Schedulmg

- Overall, most students across the Re-
" gion were positive about block sched-

uling, preferrlng it to the traditional

schedule: _Students in all four states

said that they liked the way that block’

scheduling ‘provided increased class

_time for science; performing arts, voca-
tional education,.and other “hands-on”
classes. . They also liked the “college-
like” nature of the block schedule.

" Those who had alternating-day block
schedules liked seelng teachers and
holding classes every other day. ..

_ Students in three states observed that
“they could get their homework fully

+ explained or completed durlng the -

longer class periods prowded by block

scheduling. In at least two. of the four .

states, students said they also like hav-

‘ing only four s'ubjects'at a. time, -the.
opportunlty to accrue more cred1ts to- .
ward graduation, longer time to do li-
- brary research, increased interaction -
with teachers durmg class, and the in-’

creased flexibility to work after:school.

Students also noted some other'con- -

 cerns with block scheduling. In all four

. states, students indicated concern wi”th‘

“teachers ‘who -had ' not adapted their

" teaching, but continued.to lecture—

‘now for.90-minutes. Students in’three

states said that a missed day of school |
was difficult to ‘make up—it was like_
~ missing two days of classes on'a tradi--

* tional schedule. -Students in two states.

mentioned they had experienced some
problems with- scheduling the courses
* they desired and with finishing a course

a full semester before they were to take |’

staté or advanced-placement standard-
ized tests. Each of the following con-
cerns about block scheduling were
" mentioned 1n,only one state: (1) less
~ time for'clubs and activities, (2) diffi-

'culty.flttlng an AP course into one se-- '
- mester, and (3) having to take twomath

courses in the same semester. -

‘| Technology - :
* - Students in all four states talked
about technology in terms of comput-
.ers, and three major issues were men-
_tioned consistently: (1) the quality of
“the equipment and the variety-of soft-

ware, (2) computer accessibility, and

(3) computer literacy. Some students .
reported good equlpment and a vari-_
ety of software including word pro- -
cessing, spread sheets, and presentation’
’ “packages. Others reported old equip- |

. most students across
the Region were positive

about block scheduling, = |
' ' o, .. | fortheir: safety. Fighting was described
. as minimal or rionexistent.
- were aware of limited drug and alco- -
“hol abuse, but cigarette smoking was a

‘ pféferri_r_ig it to the tradi-

tional schedule. . . . [and] -

indicdted concern with o

teaCherS'?vh_o had not

adapted their teaching, but
contmued to lecture for 90 .

mmutes

‘:.l.

ment, broken equipment, too little.

equipment; and only word processin'g
software. = While some students re-

‘ported unllmlted ‘access, others ex-_'
plained that access was restricted to:
computer labs or rooms where teach--
ers had computer expertise. They re-
computer -
- knowledge varied widely. Finally,the
opportunity for students to learn com- |

marked that teachers’

puter literacy varied from school to
school.

.Some students wished they
had been better prepared forusingcom- - |

puters. .For example, they would have -
liked a'class in keyboatding skills.

fchool-To-Work Opportunities

While the Schoo'l-To-Work'program o

is a national initiative, students in the .
focus groups did not seem familiar with
the term. Instead, students mentioned

' ilocational education, cooperative .

school-work programs’ or job shadow-
ing, ‘internships, apprenticeships, - and-
college visit opportunities—activitiesin -

which they or other students partici- -

pated. ‘Most often, however, students
talked about school to-work opportu-.
nities in terms of their personal after-

. school work experlences

School Safety

Although school safety was. d1s-
cussed by students in all four states,
they generally expressed little concern

Students

bigger problem. .To dlscourage sinok-
ing, schools tended to establish ‘strict -
rules against smoking .and. locked or.
removed restroom doors :

* As asafety measure, several schools -

had closed campuses and, atsome, stu- .. - .

dents were not permitted to-go outside
during lunch. Some schools also lim:
ited the number of trips students could
make to their lockers. - Students felt-

-these measures were unnecessary and"

contended that adults were overreact-

/ing to- news storles about school vio-:
. lence

Quality of Educatlon

Students in all four states were asked .

to rate the quality of their education.”
Generally, students gave their schools

above average or high ratings. Most - -
- said they got a. good education, but

some students said they would like




more challenglng courses.

; good or broad curriculum, but others
said they would have liked greater va-

. riety. Several students recognized that
-~ "the quality of -ediication varied from
" school to school across the state, aswell -
as from course to course Wlthln a |

. school

rl.earnmg

_ Students we heard across the Re-
gion generally agreed that they knew
they had learned something when they

ccould teach it to someone else or recall.

it 1nstantly When asked about themost

_ important thlngs they: had learned in (|
.-or out of school, most responses re-’
’ _lated_to personal rather than academic

learning: Lessons learned typically in-

"~ cluded time and stress management,
'self-drscrpllne, how to'stand up to oth-

"~er$, and taking responsibility. Students
~described these lessons in the context
" of applylng for and deciding: on

h postsecondary education plans, as well 4
as in day- to-day hlgh school experl-

- énces.
Students reported that school was
‘not the, only place they learned. ; In

addition to teachers, students said
friends, famlly members, and people'

-in the community and at work helped

~ themlearn. They also said schools help .
~. them learn- by hlnng good teachers, -

,keeplng class' sizes small; providing

: computers, changlng to block scheduil- ik
--ing;and offering opportunltles forreal-

- life act1v1t1es such as a mentoring or
-job-shadowing program. Students be-.-

lieved their learning was sometimes

h1ndered by dlsruptlve students, llm-.j
ited course offerings, restricted access

.. to computers, inadequate facilities, un-

" equal treatment, and too few guidance’
Students articulated the
: 1mportance of their school counselor :

counselors. -

Several expressed deep apprec1atlon for
the assistance. they received w1th the
college appllcatlon 'process. -

Some stu-’
" - dents reported that their school had a

Teaching

-

" Without exception, students from all

" four states described teachers as the .
- key to learning. They said they learn
" best from teachers who care about stu-

dénts and the sub)ects they teach, teach- )

ers who.make. learn1ng interesting and -

fun but still challenglng to students,

- téachers who have a sense of humor
~ 'and patience, and teachers who are will-
“ing to stay after school ‘to help stu-
dents. Students indicated they are less -

likely to learn when teachers lecture,

'|. ‘use lots of worksheets, or’ talk down to
E students _

.. .students gave their
schools above average or

A highratings‘f L [Students]

‘also said schools help

them learn by hiring good |

teachers, keeping class

' sizes small, provzdmg -
computers, changmg to

s

block schedulmg, and

offering opportunities for |

real-lzfe activities such as -
a mentoring or ]ob- ‘

~shadowing program. -

—%

' Grades and grading_- policies _were

mentioned in two states, Grades were

himp'ortant to students,” especially to
- those applying to colleges.

were frustrated when it wasn’tclear to

Students

_them ‘what was required to get an A
* Théy were also concerned about i incon-

sistencies in gradlng practlces among‘

school toschool

PR

. teachers; among 2 ‘advanced placement -
| honors, and: regular courses; and from'

Student Actlvmes _

.Students reported dlfferent levels of
1nvolvement in student activities. At

_some schools most-students were in-
'|. volved; they felt that clubs and sports
‘were seen as an important.part of stu-"

dent life and learning- ~At another - -

school, block s'cheduli.ng had elimi-
nated the time period set aside for such -
activities, and students expressed their~

_displeasure with that. ‘A few students
- saw sports as a point of contention,

asserting that some sports were seen as’

more important than others, certain ath- - "

letes received special privileges, ‘and
girls’ andboys sports recelved unequal :
treatment S S

' lnclus:on and Diversity

_Only a few students talked about.
the integration of students with special”
needs into regular classes. They men-

. tioned the benefits to, all students, ’as" SN

well as the disadvantages when some

‘Tstudents felt the class could not” .
'progress as- rapldly as it would other- o
. wise.

Some m1nor1ty students descrlbed '

_1nequallty they had . experlenced at'
" school.” They felt teachers had low ex- -

pectatlons for them, and they found'it -

| difficult to be admitted . to the more
- challenglng classes

Parent lnvolvement TS .f~'

Students in only two states meni- -

tioned parent involvement. -Some re-

_ ported that, for~the most part, parents "
{ "didn’t know what was going on at~ -

school. . When they were involved, it

' was with PTA; sports, band, and per- e

forming. arts.. -Students reported that

* their parents tended to be too busy to
"get involved in school activities, but

some students spoke of ways parents
could contribute to student learning.
At one school, parents served as the
audience’ for a Challenge’ Academics

“tea in which students demonstrated -

_ and exhibited what they had accom-.
pllshed in Engllsh At another school,
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- parentsand comm‘unity members par- -
" . - ticipated “in "an_International Night, | "
"where each classroom focused ona d1f- |
ferent country R

;_Student Vouce _ . AN
_ Most students remarked that they;:. !
.fhave llttle or no volce in school decx-"‘;
Students would llke to have a’
greater 1mpact on the school and-its

~_s1ons

‘_ .\x/ays' To Use '-T'his Y'Repo\rt' :l

A'vf;-report may be mterestlng reading;.
- we believe 1t is 1mportant to ask, ;

_~-have listed some-ideas that came: to,
- mind when we asked that questlon
: Perhaps you can th1nk of more

"'1: Share the report w1th school fac-

- 'your school..

1 . in your school

“tion’ they/ you mlght collect from

. studenits in'their/your school to‘_
s a551st in. develop1ng school 1m-‘_
. provement Pplans..

.,' Fa

. veloped for the study -and

- conduct focus. groups schoolw1de
. toget spec1f1c 1nformatlon about
L _your own: school I

While the: data. reported in thls";, .

volce

. ”How can 1 use this report?” We

> ulty'to stimulatea dlscussmn of ||
“ the 1mp11catlons of’ the study for ,

2. Share the report w1th parents to-|| - -
1 _'st1mulate a dlscussmn about the" .
. effects of mnovatlons on students'f"

-;‘_3.‘_4.Use the report to show others an
' ‘ii.example of. the kind of 1nforma-

- 4: Callfor mformatlon about the Fo- || .
- “cus Group Facilifator’s Guide de- 5

-,:pollcles They would llke to be treated-
|| more like adults. Even students who--.;
"served on 51te-based counclls con-" |.
,tended that they d1dn t have a strong".|
7 “In conitrast, “some students_at -
* one school felt empowered They re-
v .ported that they had been:invited to. |-
-serve on the pnnclpal’s advisory coun-"’ -
. cil and, in the future, expect t tobe asked'_n -

to evaluate teachers

F
. «‘.- .

5 e
lmpllcatlons

The data from the 16 schools in. fourf
X states suggest at least two 1mpllcatlons s

.\.

.1 School staffs can learn more: about
' students perceptlons of the quallty '
Cof education’ and 'the- school envi-"

. ronment: by talklng w1th a var1ety‘ |
- of students about the1r learn1ng ex- |

\-perlences A .

"~“2.‘-_'Students have ideas and suggestlons e
- 'aboutlmprov1ng the 1mplementatlon, B IR
. - of innovations ‘based, on- the1r per-l
e sonal school experlences
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.__more years’ experlence w1th block -

. - years’ experience with alternative cal- |
~~.endars. Staff also heard about technol- .
" - ogy, curriculum, grading, community -

Lets Ask the Students

’ L

AEL staff talked thh 44 students in

~ four rural highschools in central and -

- ‘western Kentucky in April 1997. ‘'We |
'heard from a mix’ of students.
L d1versxty was good and students were - ‘

Ethnlc

involved in many school activities. -

AEL focus group facllltators led each |
two-hour session using a fxeld tested'in-"

terview guide. "Field notes and audio

. native calendar

recordlngs were- grouped for analysis.

... .and reportlng No individual students
too.or schools are 1dent1f1ed in- the follow-f-
' '.'1ng summary ' B

LT lnnovatlons

In consultatlon w1th the Kentucky: :
S “members of ‘AEL’s Board of Directors, * |
s we found the 1nnovatlons ‘of mostinter-
est to.be. block schedullng and the alter- 1
We chose schools in |:

: ?whxch one of these mnovatlons ‘had been\

adopted Two hlgh schools had two or

" scheduling, . and. two.had " at least two

o involvement, and 'school safety. :.

‘ . ,Block Schedulmg

L adJusted well to- the change, but most
. relied less on textbooks and made ¢tlass |
", more interesting." Block schedullng al-,

-lowed a wider variety of courses to be '

NN

On the whole, stidents reacted fa- ,-

. “vorably to block scheduling.“They liked

‘having: four 90 minute classes per- day, "

a schedule that simulates college and
makes it easier to work after school.

In classes such as arts, labs and- band -

: .students liked hav1ng the tlme to see a.

Some teachers, students felt, hadn t

- -takenina school yearand a better selec-.

E

. tion of courses generally :
stadvantages of block schedulmg"

' fTechnology

e

'1ncluded less curr1culum 1ntegratlon and
“téam teachlng, as well as the difficulty -

of - makxng up a missed day. Students.

. expressed concern about forgetting ma-
 terial, especlally math, if too much tlme '
passed between courses ’

i 'Alternatlve Calendar )

. At the two schools where an alterna-

“tive calendar had been adopted “the
- schedules were sxmllar—mne-week
' class sessions, broken up by two weeks .
1. 'off then three weeks off, then' six,or-
; elght weeks off for summer break. This
~ transition'toa year-| -round calendar gen- -
jerally got good grades from students

They felt they had-less burn out and.
were able to remember materlal between

, _sessxons Sl

. The altematlve calendar created other

‘_posxtlves—smaller classes (whxch stu-
- dents felt- were caused largely by the.
2 departures of. students/ families . who
- weren’t happy with the new calendar); -
;ffamlly atmosphere, a sxmulated -real-,
- world ¢ experience; and the opportunxty
'for more field trips. . - . :
© Students were less happy about how

some teachers handled the new calen-

The shorter summer.. break had f1-

nancial consequences for students'who- '
- needed .to work; they didn’t feel they:.
" could ‘earn- as’ much whenthey only .
: worked after school
__they llked the new calendar, -students
v . .thought they and thelr parents should
- - project to completlon They also llked e
= - the opportumty to have homework fully .
o explalned during class., .- - .

And ‘as much as -

have been given more 1nput into the

: dec1sxon to try it.

Students at. all four schools seemed

to. recognize that they had better equip-
" ment and -access ‘than they would have -

in many other schools All schools had
: ._computer labs and up-to- date software

(often: Wmdows 95). and ‘most had In-

ternet capabxlltxes At one school stu-

Kentucky

- dents use PowerPonnt and take classes o
_in desktop publishing and design. At *
.another school, students learn to oper-. -
;ate. a, computerlzed cash. register-and.- .

_ | Curriculum -
~dar. “They didn’t like. work’ assigned |

i |. overabreakand ob]ected tobeing tested
‘when they returned from one.

L Lo

' Commumty/Parent lnvolvement

Some students felt that the1r parents;' .

take video classes in con]unctlon with -

' :thelr school TV station, which records,_; S
|- games and school'board meetings. At .-

another "sc‘hool,_-students" said ‘their - ..

‘ _equipmént was “great” and they were -
-"always purchasing more;” and that per-~

haps too much" emphasns ‘was belng

. given to; technology S
Thése high school students felt that'_'
* they hadn’t been. well prepared forso. -

“much computer use, saylng they lacked

keyboardlng skills and-had to spend” " k

| more time doing their work as a result.
"The problem was exacerbated by diffi ~ :
| “culties in f|nd1ng time’in théir- own" SN
- scheduiles and .in theé computer lab’.'
-V.schedules to .complete’ assxgnments -
"' Some problems with broken equlpment_ .
-and student mxsuse of computers also ~

came under dlscussmn, ata school with-, -

one supervxsed and.-one unsupervxsed S

lab equipment- in the supervxsed lab:

generally was 1n work1ng order

D

* Students’ ‘reactions tocurrrculumvar- L

o] ded wxdely At.two schools, ‘we- were
‘told there was a shortage of vo‘tech -
.classes but a good variety of other "

: courses, at another, we heard the over-'..- o
-allcourse selectlon was poor. One: ‘group-”
reported strong math, science, agricul- "

._ture and busxness courses, but weak: -

. arts and. language choicés; This same

"group noted that video production. and .
drama were available as extracurncular-.' s

~ activities.

Students preferred non lecture class

: formats and * lnterestlng teachers”-and
disliked bemg expected to ”f1t the"
'f'mold” R S

.

were’ clueless about what goes on. at 2

,



’ school whrle others had parents who I
" ‘were active: in'PTA and sports.
: students generally understood that their § -
" KERA and KIRIS

parents were t00 busy to attend events,
- but some seemed to ‘want more adult
support They thought students- should

" "work’ harder. at letting parents know

),-'

S

. Juana in partrcular One gtoup told'us

k. county and sold at the schools in the 2
but no other drugs were men-.

r_E

" "how- 1mportant iti is to be 1nvolved wr

Y

School Safety

‘Students. thought thlS was a b1gger '

1ssue for- adults than it needed to be

“One of the’ four .schools ‘had a gun- -}
related 1nc1dent\1n recent years—one

- student, one gun—and no.one we’ ’
heard from" expressed great .concern -

about - safety. - One group, however

.did think thexr school had seen more :

fights in the past year than prevrously, ik but rush’ students through them a few

P days before they're -due.
- dents drd credit the portfollos with help-
' ing them become better writers.

and_another - thought that ”today s
m1ddle school students dre much .
tougher” than those at the high'school, .

We'did hear some complaxnts about

cigarette smoking and drug se, mari: . ~.they don’t see’a reward from KIRIS;”

'they know. its results can make a big

' difference” to their teachers and think -
'they should also have some 1ncent1ve to .
g do well '

‘the’ marijuana is""grown. here in the
c1ty,
tloned o ‘--~- , .

Quahty of Educatlon

Kentucky students had a fa1rly good
understandrng of the1r _schools and
weren’t shy about expressxng thexr
.ideas for 1mprovement ‘When asked
about quahty of: educatron, they tendéd
“torankit3or4ona5s- -point scale. They
. felt that some students who didri't de:
serve it were belng passed:-“If they do,

" not come-to school and do not work
the school shouldn't pass; them.” Stu-

. dents-atone school said its college prep
, courses were. good but vo-tech weak:-

site.

Generally, students felt they weren’ 't
belng challenged enough although
" they | felt math’ and science were stron-
.ger ‘than- Enghsh and the -arts:
group sald the1r school’s chemxstry

i

. The .

E ‘.,'Learnmg

-~ “balancing time,

.good enough grades
. havea career choice, the” 1mporta_nce of -
be1ng a mother |
','yourself and what you belreve m, p
|- people have- d1fferent ways: -of « coplng
- with. problems
“have a’ posrtrve attxtude

‘At another school we heard the oppo-»

One |-
- weapons

-l A - N . o 2. L

. These students went through the be- '

development irito the regular schedule,

.Students couldnt understand why

e
«'-»'

“Students’ most 1mportant learmng ex-

o ,v"perxences durlng the past year 1ncluded .
'stress management "

"

putting forth a minimum effort to get:
‘not ‘having ‘to".

“how. to “stand up for-

1

can go further if ‘we:
' and theim-

4class was harder than an 1ntroductory' -
. college course PR S

g fore and after of KERA and had: plenty
-to say about what they didn't llke One’"
-,-_'complarned that “under KERA, poor.
- grammar is consrdered creative writ-
_ing.” Several- thought the portfolxos in |
| -12th grade were ‘meaningless; as stu- -
. dents have already completed the col-_».-
lege application process’ and don’ ‘tevent-
. see the grades until after, they ve Teft:
B hxgh school. Portfolros also came under -
- fire, for inconsistency among teachers—
* somié teachers don't infegrate portfollo

Several stu- .

portance ‘of domg “110%" and takxng_

__respon51b111ty oL

‘As for how schools helped students

: _to learn teachers who were willing to.

go -beyond the boundar1es of high.

|."school” "and were supportxve of both- .

academic and: athletrc endeavors were .
pralsed Students approved of no toler-
ance policies on drugs fxghtlng, and

2

Teachmg

Though they understood that teach-
ers were still ad]ustrng to. either block
schedulrng or the alternative calendar,

. students were 1mpat1ent with those who-

contrnued to present lessons in the same -

t1red ‘ways.:Lectures and videos:earned-
! the most dlsapproval ‘with: bor1ng
teachers running a close second: *Sti- .

dents apprecxated teachers Who re-.

spected themand were pat1ent makxng :
‘them’ feel comfortable.” ”Makmg learn- ' .
classdrscussrons, .and” mak-",'-'
~.ing them [students] think” were.also. .

"n

ing fun,’

c1ted as 1nd1cators of good teachrng

. School Changes o '-‘b'.‘

s The students we talked to like* most
teenagers, felt they were sub)ect to too E S
‘many unnecessary rules such- as dress e
codes. and closed campuses. (one school =+ &
requxred a note sxgned by the prxncxpal o
before 8: 30 am.. fora: student to leave - -

the bulldrng dur1ng the school day).- .

They put part of the blame for the- ex-‘.:". e
-cessive number of rules on the sxte-based B
counc1ls and.the school admlnrstratron R

Students also ob]ected to cases of un-
“fair treatment: In’ one example, they o

mentloned bexng held in classroorns for-.- o

three houirs- while dogs searched the "7_"”':;
school for drugs . —

Naturally, students would hke bet- '. .'.
ter food in the cafeteria and better facili-' L

tles overall: They would like to seemore .-

1nvolvement from parents and w1sh--" -

prxncxpals would show a stronger pres- _
‘ence.” . - % :

v

The students’ blggest wxshes were for
“more. freedom” and “more 1nput " They
At

wanted t6 be “treated like adults.”
‘three of the four schools, they complamed

" that ‘administrators never engaged them " - '
- madult dralogue and, therefore, students "~
“felt they had no voice in their own educa-' s

_tion. The students were fairly knowledge-

able about Kentucky’ s site-based councxls’ i
~ and the role they play in school demsron— Sl
making but felt that wasn't enough Stus <
" dents seem to ‘want-a voice 1n the1r L |

educatronal expenence 6 ’

RIC

Aruntoxt provided by Eic



.- eastern Tennessee

Lets Ask the Students

e

Focus group mtervxews were con-:

A‘.ducted in_ April 1997, in each; ‘of four }

,suburban, small- town hxgh schools m._'

‘A total of 42.stu-

: dents, prxmarlly semors, part1c1pated

R lnnovatlons R

Tom . )

. q:v

In: response to questlons, students”p

. --The students reflected d1versrty in'gen- '
-+ -der, ethnrcrty, course; staking . patterns i
" _-and career plans..”. :
- AEL focus group facrlrtators led the _
. to-hour discussions using. a f1eld tested -
" interview guide’ "Field notes and audio
'.',,-recordxngs were- grouped for analysxs -
'and reportmg No mdrvrdual student
O or school is; 1dent1f1ed in the followrng kS
_summary B

' "'named block scheduhng, year-round :
school, and mcreasmg responsibility, as
i ,changes they had- experrenced Wealso.
heard about school safety, technology,_-'

'and school to-work opportunrtres

o

: 'Block Sc'hedulmg RS

_ Vanous forms of block scheduhng-,-‘:
‘were in usein the four schools, and one.-

school had a year-t -round caléndar. Stu-
dénts had positive impressions of block

‘schedulmg at.all s¢hools and preferred" :

it over the traditional schedule. They -

- lnked havmg only four sub]ects to study.
S at one txme, earmng more credrts inone "

; T'SChOOI year than. prevxously possxble, '

s

. 'Vhavnng more time to learn in class, and;
'both conductmg a science, experiment -

~ and writing the report in the same pe-
- _riod. Theyalsohked gettrng their home-
-'--'work donein: class, ‘having longer

.research periods i in*the library, having

' “more time. to interact with teachers in -
: class, experxencxng a schedule similar to

- college, and having a faster-paced school. -
. day Students believed that classes'such .
as performmg arts,. scxences, and voca-:

~tional .courses "benefitted more ‘from

o

‘block scheduling-than math and Ad- |

»vanced Placement (AP) classes
'vxewed schedulrng all sports " actnvxtles g
,after school (aresult of block schedulnng
“in many schools) as'an advantage
.Some: of. the drsadvantages mcludedf 1~
teachers who rushed to cover the cur-
rrculum, teachers who lectured for 90
’mxnutes rather than’ adoptmg innova- "
tive methods to accommodate the sched- -
~ule, havnng two: math courses in one |
* semester, and going without math for -
.'oneyearprxortotakrngthe ACTorSAT |
~Also, block scheduhng put more respon-"
sibility on the student to make up’ the'

extensive amount ofworkmlssed iny even"-‘ - college and hfe are not lrke that; we 11‘ ;

have to ad]ust o
‘ Students pralsed vocatronal courses' :
1 and school to-work expernences such as -
job shadowmg, mternshrps, apprentrce-_"_' '
ships, [college visits, and quality cotin- "
‘selmg about careers but felt these: were e
“all.too rare. One’ student had taken a
g nursmg course in high school, currently" :
: worked ina’ nursnng home and planned S
to become a regrstered nurse. ‘Another’ |
served an 1ntemsh1p atavetermary clinie -
‘that allowed him to learn about all as- ot
-' pects of: the career
" learned to build a house and expected to.-:’
‘,burld one for hlS famxly after gradua-

: School Safety

Coy

'I‘hey

one daysabsence Ty iR

Students said safety was not'a con-"
-cern Some students spoke of a "quiet™
_'pre]udxce
B ported llmlted use of. drugs adding that™
:"alcohol abuse was'more common. They '
_ said smoking was a big.probiem that .
' had resulted in closed restrooms,
restrooms wrth no doors, and restrooms.
that were too smoke-frlled to use regu-' .
: larly
we're going . to die. from secondhand"
fsmoke '

-t

“in thenr schools

“We' re going .to graduate but

reflected one: student

.

Technology

: Computer use has 1ncreased In one.
school students descrnbed havxng ac-.
cess to PowerPonnt software to create '
. presentatxons for their classes and men- |
- tioned a ‘cheémistry: teacher who. con-
- nected. with'a live teleconference viathe
1. Internet However, they also cited class-
rooms ‘that had, no. or old” computers :
Tt teachers who did not use: avarlable com-

puters restricted: use of. some comput-

| -ersto certain apphcatnons lack of daily
' access to computers relegatnng comput-.
ers to computer labs, lack of . assxstance_ ]
T in: computer labs, and -few -basic’ com-
: _'puter literacy classes.
-could use’ computers and would have :

Ko
. - Lo T
T . AU T

‘tain. -

‘They re-

Most students '

.. Tennessee

A N
.

' -'School-to-\X/ork Opportunltles o
When asked how: well prepared they' ’-

were for life after high school, students

thI'l

Another student'

: preferred moré m-school access to word
processxng ) :

+had d1ff1culty responding, They hoped ol
that changes such-as block schedullng e
had -prepared them for ‘college sched-.
ules and 1ncreased their responsrbrlrty J

for learmng, but: they couldn't be cer- - --
One student: thought his hrgh'." e
'school educatxon had helped somewhat,

- but “the. classes are like dot-to- dot and .. ;

When asked to descrrbe thenr most )
‘srgmfxcant learmng dur1ng the past yeat, -
_théy talKed about learning who to trust -

- “and who not to trust; how to work wrth'- A
~and. comfort others, how- to ‘manage
: money ‘and trme, -how to balance the. -,

' demands of work, home and school; .

' whythe good guyddesn’talwayswin”; -
|| “and “how to bé myself.” Many of these . .-
'Z_lessons came as"a result. of assuming’

' adultresponsnbnlntles Moststudentshad-. '

’ part-tlme ]obs and saw their supervxsors o
..as very unportant teachers Responsr-;.

bxlnty, punctuality, and customer rela- _

Tl

T
Aruitoxt provided by Eic
0 " <

tions were all valuable lessons learned_ .
at work. Schools were pralsed forteach: -
ing" “communication’ and cooperation”



" theirschools. Recommendations forim- - |
. pFovements 1ncluded ‘better . fac111ty
‘maintenance and repa1r, equlpment dis- .
' Icrplme and attendance’ polxcxes and in-

: 'structlonal strategres E

: Teachmg

~that wxll follow you to the ]ob—but you

' .don ‘t need to go to school to learn them.”.
_ “However, -one student’ discovered the
., relevance of schoollng when he helped
R “his Vietnamese employer communicate -
S with Hlspanlc workers ‘

S

Quahty of Educatlon R

Students gave. “their schools average Bt

to- high marks. . They most appreciated -
good teachers, block scheduling,. breadth

- of curticulum, year-round calendar

i ,small sxze coaches extracurrxcular ac-

tivities, and the- posxtrve reputatxon of

N

Students descnbed teachers as the
- “most posxtlve aspect of ‘their schoollng

. They liked - ‘teachers who cared abouit

'students and sub]ects they taught pro-

v1ded reasons; to know” and not ]ust

~: content, and triéd a variety of hands -on.

. 'approaches and fun projects. They also
 liked teachers who had a sense of hu-

tor;” talked- W1th students outside of -

class; and motxvated encouraged and .
-praised students Finally, they said they

liked teachers. ‘who provxded structure

" and had centrol of the class; tried new

. techniques to’help individual students

of teacher knowledge

E

who had d1ff1culty, let students leam at

the key to hxgh-qualrty education, most

l Vv,saxd they had experienced teachers who .

. were too strict, treated seniors as small
chxldren, d1dnt experxment with new
" methods, never used the computer, -

i

‘graded arbxtrarxly, used worksheets -
contmuously, or embarrassed or berated
- " students.'

‘At one school students' ex- .

.'v.pressed d1sappoxntment w1th the level

5

;. their own pace, and respected students .
_While'many students felt teachers were |’

v grad1ng systems..
‘ changes——llke those that raised stan-
--dards for' getting A’s or’ dropped;'/'
wexghted grades for honors courses—
Stu-;,
dents were uncertarn about'what it takes

s

Many students were concerned about -
-They felt some o

~ hurt therr grade pornt averages

. to get A's—a necess1ty, they belleved

| for acceptance at prestxgxous colleges of |
) unxversxtxes . .' S _—

- Most students wanted more respect 3

They crxtrcxzed lock-xn lunch periods, |
" closed restrooms closed.campuses, and

* unfair dlsc1plrne and attendance poh-‘ :

cies. Students described as unfair their .

loss of pr1v1leges duetothe misbehavior .

of prior classes. Students believed they -
.could learn better in smaller classes with’

‘ more computers and thh teachers well-

versed in the use of technology Some
students felt that school facilities i in dis-.-
- repair did not motxvate teachers or stu-\’_

dents to do the1r best

Learnmg

Students gave examples of when they
knew they had learned something: when

they: could teach of- help someone else, -
apply the knowledge or skill in another’ ".

class, use the~ 1nformatxon outsxde ‘of

school score well on the SAT or ACT .
“geta (correct) answer on ]eopardy'” or_
when the teacher doesn tcallon you—

she knows you know it.” They believed-

they learn best when’ they have knowl- -

“edgeable, carxng teachers who have class -

control respect them and their ‘commit-
ments use a variety of: ‘hands-on:experi-

ences encourage them, and are patlent -

. Disruptive students werea hxndrance R
to leamxng ”I have some fr1ends I would |
'. not want iri a, class w1th me,” one stu-. :
" dent explalned ‘Another added “If you
i get ina class with bad students, the class‘

- gets labeled and nothlng good happens

Personal effort was recogmzed as essen—»-:!
t1al—”I wish'1 could gobacktomeasa
. freshman. 1 would smack myself and.
tell me to get to work. " Other students ‘
regretted hav1ng to struggle now to earn

.

,.the1r own educatlon
learn,theycan R T

cussron

RETN

y.hxgh grades after gooﬁng off earlier. Onel‘ o

student explained he .would: make up-

for his lack- of self-dlsclpllne by j ]omlng ‘ ‘: '4 :
| “the Navy-as:soon as he graduated An- -

other student said, ”Students control'

If they want to. -

Y

v 'Other Toplcs '-. i . ':.

AEL staff raxsed other topxcs for d1s- 2

it's good for us” to realize the' uniqué
strengths of each person Parent mvolve-

ment was descnbed as minimal in- all - -
" $chools; Students felt that schools'did .. -
not encourage parent 1nvolvement in .
academics.” They ‘recognized’ that par- .
_ents could assist the1r learmng, but few:
. »"provrded examples of such assistance, ~ "
" Two positive examples 1ncluded aChal-.
i -lenge Academics tea, during whrch stu- . -
- 'dents demonstrated and exhibited what' N
'they had accompllshed in Engllsh and"
: ,_anIntematlonal Nightat asecond school, )
“in ‘which €ach classroom focused ona
'-d1fferent country : and 1nvolved parents~ S
-and’ communxty members in cultural'*; o
-events. Finally, athlet1c programs were -
i‘acknowledged for. bulldlng a pos1t1ve'"""' )
' reputatxon for the school but they were
+alsoa source of- 1rr1tatlon Students 1n-;_ T, .

cluding. athletes, dxscussed the resent-

- ‘ment for speclal prxvxleges extended to
: athletes—trme out of class and more time.

to complete ass1gnments Students also .
descrlbed unequal: treatmeérit "of  girls"

%‘sports and of programs ‘with fewer par-' .
Bl ’txcxpants than football and basketball

Fxnally, studerits said they felt change o

- was! most often’ 1n1t1ated by admlmstra-
: :tors Although students partxcxpated in
. and, in some instances, initiated attempts . -
“at school change they felt their efforts.-
-+ had httle affect. on the school ‘) o

Q

) Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

Inclusxon, the integration.of =~ .-

:"students thh specxal needs into regular o

|- classes,was dxscussed atonly one school.
Thete; students mtroduced the benefrts_ .
‘for specrally challenged peers and them- ‘

+ selves—"our school is nice for them, and;



Lets Ask the Students

‘In May 1997 42 students from four
hrgh schools in three urban school divi-

sions in Vrrglma talked with AEL staff -
"about therrschoolexpenences Although -

the schools were in a metropolitan area,

they would not be considered inner-city,
The students reflected
gender and ethnic diversity, but they all - |
© seémed to be successful and engaged in.

- “school actrvrtres Most.had plans to at-~;.

urban schools..

tend college after graduation.

. AEL focus. group facrlltators con-

ducted each of the sessions. Field notes

_' -and audio recordings were grouped for
‘analysrs and reporting. No individual ’
student or school is 1dent1f1ed inthe fol-‘_..

cL low1ng summary
: ‘ _0 |
_Ihnovations

Questrons’ invited students to tell us

" théir perceptions of recent 1nnovatlons i

" in‘education.

¢ Block scheduling i isa w1dely adopted ,

innovation in Virginia, and the effect of
block scheduling on students was of great

interest. to AEL and its Virginia Board’
mémbers. Therefore, we selected high

.schools that had 1mplemented some type
of block scheduling. '
V1rg1ma students talked about. four

school changes: (1)blocks_chedu_l;ng, ) .

curriculum, (3) technology, and (4) safe,
- drug-free schools.
* sponded to- questions about the qualrty
) of therr education..

r

- Block ‘Scheduling o
The students spoke favorably and at

"~ length about their experlences with block”
‘.. scheduling. Block scheduling differed

dramatically from school to school. Some
followed a 4 x 4 block—students take
. four courses per semester, each course
meeting f for about 50 ‘minutes. Students
o cafv complete a’one-year, course in one
- semester. - Others have’ alternatrng day
block schedules where core courses take

' _the full yearto complete, but most classes,
~ meet for 90 minutes. Still others had 90-

“minute perlods on Tuesday and Thurs-

. Students. also re-

day, ‘with 45 mrnute classes on Monday,,
‘Wednesday, and Friday. :
Students said they thought scrence," ‘

hlgher-level math courses, and art ben-

efitted from the longer class period. For-
| eign.languages, music classes such as’
-band and chorus, and lower-level math'
worked best with shorter, daily class. pe- -
_riods. “Students in the alternating-day
‘schedule said they liked seeing teachers
) every ‘othér day; experlenclng variety in
-day-to- day schedules; and havingin- .
. creased ﬂex1b111ty to schedule homework:

around work, sports, and clubs.

Students said m1551ng a day of school .

for illness was like mrssmg two days of a
class in a traditional program, Students

al also criticized teachers who didn’t adapt

their-teaching strategiés to longer peri-
ods. Some also had problems with sched-

| uling the elective courses they. wanted, |- .
'espec1ally in the1r senior year

'Currlculum T

Students commented posrtrvely about

their currrculum, usrng words like -

“good” and comprehensrve They

liked the availability of Advanced Place-
ment (AP) courses and increased course
: options

Some students observed that
they were fortunate their school could
afford to offér a wide variety of courses;
they were aware that schools in other
areas of V1rg1n1a could not offer as many

-choices.

‘ Students said they would have liked
more wrrtrng earlier in their school ca-

..reer and more variety and diversity-in
_courses, such as Afrrcan American lrt-

erature. Some felt some classes were too
easy, and m1nor1t1es felt they tended to
end up in “dumbed-down” classes.

In one school, students spoke enthu-

srastlcally about integrated courses that'
were taught as part of the block sched:

ule. .They praised a junior year. Ameri-

~can. studies class that combined English
and social studies, saying, “It’s. good.”
" “It's .interesting.”

. -:”It helps you- rein-
force.what you learn in both subjects.”

“It's really a good idea.”

\frglnla

Technology

We heard that the number of comput-
_ers vanes from school to-school, as does

- student access to. computers. Some stu- -

dents.reported good equipment at their

school. Others mentioned a lack of com-’ o

‘puters. Some schools had access to the

Internet;. others expected to. get access
soon. We learned thatsome teachetsuse - ~
One stu- -

--.computers and others don’t.
dent explained, “We have ‘a computer

lab but teachers have to be there forus -
to use it.” When asked about the avail- .
abrlrty of computers, another student . .-
- said, “We are not where we should be, .
‘but we are gettrng there.” Students be- a

lieved that computer. 11teracy was not;_ °

requrred to graduate

Safe Drug -Free Schools

cerned about their safety Students af
“one school initiated the ' conversation
.about how their school ‘was safer today

‘than it was their freshman year. .Fight-
- ing, which used to be a daily occurrence, '

had completely stopped. So had 'smok-
: 1ng, which students described as “really

“bad” when they were ninth graders. -

Generally, students were not con- S

;

' Drugs, tog, were no longer evident. They : .

attributed the 1mprovements to the es-

tablishinent of strong rules and locked . .

“bathrooms—the very characteristics they
~would like to ‘change at their school.

“There are other ways to solve the prob- .

lem, observed another student.

‘models for younger students.”
Students at more than one school had

-"to stay ‘inside the bu11d1ng all day ‘Al

“Stu-" "
dents.in upper grades can be good role

though no incidents were reported stu- - -
" dents observed that fears ‘of drive-by -

shootnngs stimulated by news stories -
gripped adults with “excessive para- -

noia.” “Students at another school said -

 their school was safe, then added,”Much'

) better than [another school division].”

“.African-American students felt they~

had experienced drscrrmrnatron One

student said, “It just becomes an every- . -

day part of life.”

Q

i @
‘B
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- Another had experi-



~.enced low expectations and had to insist
“onbeing admitted to advanced courses. -

v

She said, “You can’t let teachers get away

with it; not sayxng anythrng is the worst

thrng you can do
Quallty of Educatlon o

their perceptions of the'quality of educa- |
‘tion, quality of learmng, and prepara:.

tion for life'after high school, Generally,

_studenits from -all four Virginia high.
- schools® gave their schools high marks.
- Their comments included, “It is good

' but not perfect,” “Topriotch,” “You can’t
" havea school where everyone ishappy,”
- and”Others’ who are not as- 1nvolved in.
) school activities may not rate it as hxgh “
Infact, at one school, the students agreed

" that if they had children; they ‘would

~send them to that school, because. they -

- ..-'felt it was* safe, offered a good educa-,
tron was a good s:ze, and had a lot of
) communrty support. -
that their school “had more opportunrty -

than schools in [another] part of the state”

and “was a good facility—[other school :

. drvrsrons] didn’ thave books or lockers.”

o~

- Teachmg :
. Not surprxsxngly, students descr1bed'

Ut therr school most often in terms ‘of their

“ _-experiences with teachers.
_plained that’ they learn best when teach-

' ersare very knowled geable
’thh the topic,” “know théir subject and -
o appear to want to learn more,”.

" absorbed

" n

- the subject come alrve, are enthusras-|

- tie)”

. ]Ob “ : .

: Students also rndxcated they learned -
best when teachers usea variety of teach-~
o - ing strategles They mentioned teachers
“who “usé’ visuals,

. ”hands -on actrvrtres,
“worksheets,” and provxde challenglng .

E

" “patient,” “excited,” "creatrve,” “hu-
‘morous,” and, ”don t act.lrke 1t s ]ust a

i on

"wu ” ll

simulations,”.

work.” - . .

In addition, students sard they learn‘-
" best when teachers show they care. They |

"out

i ‘-.dents
Questrons mvxted students to share BB

Some mentioned ~tioned *

They- ex: '

make- " student sard

exper1ments, a

. mentioned teachers who “talk to students
1 not down to students”; “focus on stu-+
dents, not on getting through the mate-
- rial”; ”help students'think, figure things
are willing to help -after 'school”;.
“answer questions’ when asked”, and.__'__
“show you réspect.” 2 :
- Grades were 1mportant to the stu-" |
Although they.generally found :
- gradxng to be fair, they had experienced .
.teachers who weren’t. They complained -
about rnconsrstencxes in- grading prac- .
tices between advanced placement and -
regular classes. Students who transfer -
|- find. they may haye to ad]ust to grading -
: scale dxfferences ‘between schools. _
. dents admxtted that they had learned to .
-“play | the’ game to beef up thexr grade- ’
point average.” ,

i, on

Stu-

‘ Learnmg

portant things they learned.in or out of-
~ school, most were associated with per-
'sonal not academrc, topxcs ‘Some men-'_',
takrng -
responsrbxlxty and’ achrevrng balance
. 1nlrfe v Others told us they learned “how
‘to be a strong person when thrngs don't,

| go your way “‘and that it’ s important to’
They wondered. how students in those 3

T schools could learn

lessons such - as

“stand up for what you believe; don’t be

-shy. ”‘Others said “that personal efforts_. :
~lead to ‘success,” “Itisimportant to work -
| ‘hard to get what you want,”” and “It's -

'_1mportant to. challenge yourself to pre-_- _

" pare for later.” oo .
Lessons in time management were a’

] ¢ommon theme Students said they had
learned “to prrorrtrze and not procrastic:
One- |
“Deadlines are hell! T

“missed the deadlrnes for some of my .
~ college applications,” and’ another-said,
| procrastrnated and didn't get into the
“college I wanted.” _
~ One student said he had learned ”the :
- importance of havrng a posxtrve attrtude
_another learned that “everyone in life -
" has the same desrre—to finda place tofit
in” and still; another found' that name

brand isn't everyth1ng when it comes to -
: \college, less well known schools may be -

nate” and “to-get things done.”

better.”
Students stated that you know you

1.

“others,

" learn ‘included * practxce,
* tention in class,

-sumes.”

’ dents

" havelearned somethlng' when “you can

explainitto others,” “when youcanteach

”n n

when you don’t have to think "~
-about it—=it just comes automatxcally, E
you feel ‘a sense of confidence,” 'and.

"you understand the concepts, not )ust',

memorxzatxon o

~Students said thrngs that helped them o
“paying at- .

" cn

W

‘ tak1ng good notes,
“interested and interesting teachers,”

nxty ‘v'. . PR

-

’ Actlvmes

- ”Football and basketball domrnate the
) athletxc program at one school. Some - -
~ students ‘maintained that “girls’ sports- *’
o | were gettmgstronger
~ When students rdentrfred the mostim- ',

“being ‘motivated,”. “applying what.,'._ T
'you ve learned; learning by doing,”.and "+ " .-
, the people around me——my commu-"_ d

Several students - ‘

viewed .sports as contrxbutxng to- “bal-* "

. ancein life” and their “personal growth.”
|. Sports provide an“outlet for frustrations - '
"and stress that, burlt up during the school .
-day,” and serveas “a communrty, agood-. " -
' place to be with one’s friends.”. -
Involvement in clubs help them es- R
cape study hall,” declared some students. -
' “Club membershrp, added another stu-, i
_dent,” looks good on college andjobre- | .
‘Students who belong to ¢lubs -
atone school are requrred todo.commu:: .
_nity service, such'as tutoring other stu- "
. Students -were ‘pleased’ about’

1

growth in club. membertship at one

‘school; they attributed growth to enthu-_ o
. siastic club sponsors and student leader- " N
ship. Students also like to participate in’ “

a program in which h1gh school students.

" g0'to the middle school to recruit stu-
'| - dents as-a. way to ease the’ younger stus .
_dents’ transition'to high school.- '

Clubs and sports are rmportant ex-

opinions are solicited by the principal;

sory council: Next year, students said,

they expect tobe asked to evaluate teach-_ .

ers. €

Q

RIC
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é”l .

"plarned one student:- “If you only go to
| class, school is like jail.” But othersnoted,
- “Too many activities can 1nterfere wrth ‘
. learning.” o -
Frnally, at least one school we vxsxted :
_is already lrstenxng to students." Their

-who selects students to serve on anadvi-~ '



Lets Ask the Students

S 3- AEL staff v1s1ted four, rural hlgh.; T
: schools in Aprll 1997 and spoke thh 46

* ‘seniors. Thé'students’ reflected dxversxty

"in gender, course- takmg pattems aca- .

- demic abllxty, and career interests. Stu-

- dentsalso reflected v1ews typical to small -

town, rural lxvmg everyone knows ev-

" eryone. -and personal relatxonshxps with. |
. teachers‘are common.. ‘While the stu- ‘| -
_-dents sometxmes felt- they didn’t have a- |
: reference point for comparing the- qual-
" ity of their schools to others, they were
- “quick to pomt out that they had knowl-‘_ ’
-edge about ” thmgs outsxde their com-. .

mumty—they were not" “isolated - ‘and
;sheltered” from the rest of the world )

. AEL staff conducted focus’ groupsl
' thh the. students uising a series of pre--
determmed questxons We found that .
" students m three of the schools had simi-
lar vxews on many topics; “the- fourth -
s school's students offered different per- ik
e spectlves on several of the questlons

e :
Innovatlons

Intervxew questxons were developed
to learn - student perceptxons of recent

1nnovatlons in educatxon as well as of

the qualxty of educatxon, quahty of learn-

~ " ing, and- their préparation for life after =
school “:In West erglma, mnovatlons;.
of mterest were school safety, block-"
‘ schedulmg, technology, school to work
and inclusion. All four schools we vis- - |-
1ted had adopted block schedulmg

School Safety -

-No student from the four rural schools }
N ": reported any.,major problems ‘with stu-.
" dents. generally feelmg very. ‘safe—one

_of the benefits. of rural life, they thought :
: Occasxonal fxghts and some smoking in. .
* bathrooms were mentxoned but. they
- said drug problems were minor.. Oné.

) ._group dld say _thathalthough thexr. hxgh 1 '-the teachers dxdnt know much about

school 'was fme the ]umor hxgh was ”full i

of problems

Block Schedulmg

- " Most students lxked block schedul- B
. mg—where it was. 1mplemented prop-'. -
' .»_erly—praxsmg it for’ provxdmg -enough -
time for lab ¢lasses-and other. hands-on -
work They also en]oyed working in -
_groups and getting a feel for: .what c6l-. |
~lege classes will be like. . At. the fourth
fschool ‘the response was more negatxve, )
largely because lunch’ break had been"
.- shortened. from an hour'to 30 minutés. |
" Asa result students lost time they f for-'
'.'merly had- avaxlable for club activities. |
“during lunch Students atanotherschool -

_complamed about less club time, too.

LAlL students had complamts about”
' teachers who hadn tchanged their: teach- -
ing styles to fit the longer classes. Ninety-*. )
minute lectures>and" more- worksheets '
* drew much crmclsm Schedulmg prob- -
| lems-were also, mentxoned specifically
.."|.. the difficulty of getfing required ¢ classes |
| - into aless-flexible routine: However, stu-
- t_~.dents admitted it would be easier for
- kids who started with block: schedulmg'
- as freshnien. The ‘seniors we spoke with -
, sthched to block schedules in’ thef o
|/ middle of their high. school careers.
‘ 'I'hree of the groups said they “hated N
| it atfirst,” bit now, they and their. com-.'
munities’seem. to be pleased with block
1 schedulmg Students at the fourth schoolj'.’ o
' “said “no oneisa strong fan

"

Technology

West Vlrgmla students had plenty to”

. say about their schools’ shortfalls in ‘tech- -
nology Many felt handxcapped by their, -

_ 1nexper1ence and limited opportumtles R
“to use computers One group reported -
they had no‘access.atall. Students inthe

. fourth school reported lxmxted access due
 to, two restrictions:.
- computers unless they paid lab fees and--

_they. couldnt use

\X/est Vlrg|n|a

ing: studenits.

- learn’ more skxlls

Students had little; if any, experxence

constructlon, nursmg assxstant—and get, ' U
. a"diploma that says you are already;_‘;'
l. somethmg -

computmg 50 they had dxffrculty teach-
One teacher reportedly
didn’t want, students using the. Internet- “"
'.for fear that they’d find “sex: pxctures :
" Some students said they learnéd ba-
sxc keyboardmg skills in lower grades - ..
‘but didn’t have enough opportunitiesto -
In general, the stu- . -
dents said they were’interested in.and -
’understood the’ 1mportance of technol- S
0y, but the initiative came too- late to.-’-;' A
benefit themi i in thexr hxgh school experx- [
“ence. - : 2

T _School-To-\X/ork Opportumtles o

-with the National School-To Work ini--. . o
. tiafive—oneé: school had: none and an- ‘._‘:,
| other/said it wouldn t be in place until~" -
A next year Students inthe fourth school -
“had o experience, but did: mention that_-}' T
- “we dohave voc-éd ‘over there'” (mean-j o

¢

: mg a vocatlonal center) and-those kxds_'. T
“dctually learn somethmg—marketmg,"t

[N

Two schools had co- op programs in"

place, and their students spoke wellof
the “real- life work experiences” 'they D
' provxded although some of the )obs were ’

o descnbed as “not relevant

- lnclusuon

i Inclusxon drew mxxed revxews fromj L
‘students with comments ranging from' © -
- “inclusion students hold the class back”.
to.xncluslon is “a real growth in social - i B
. skills forall students.” Several students
commented that some ‘teachers . didn’ t";' .
. seem'to, llke the polxcy, but tolerated it.
_; Students acknowledged that many "spe-

cxal ed” students aren’t really mentally

challenged but sxmply had “poorhome : .. ..
life:” Orie school had a- partners club -~ .
- that paired disabled students with oth-"_' o
- ers. and organlzed outings for club mem- e

’ bers : 2

. '
Lo N




" séveral valuable lessons:; *

\'.."

- Quality of Education’

" Students felt they weren’t always be- -

"ing challenged; they described, many
classes, part1cularly lower level or non-~
: college prep ones, as ”bonehead " wa-

o  tered down” and ’ dumbed down.” They
5_ wxshed thexr schools had offered a bet-

ter.variety of courses and more-com-

puter, forexgn language, scxence “and.
higher math classes, and: they felt they -

© 'reallydidn’ tlearn how to develop study
'skxlls..*'.*_ S

; Learnmg

Students reported ‘that their’ ‘experi- -

R ences over the past year had taught them
: ‘thereal world
.. ~is a much bxgger step than ‘we've ever
- taken,” meeting deadlines is 1mportant
“you're going to have to work fof a liv-

"un

- ing,” “notwo people are the same,” “and,’

‘when dealing with teachers, “do them

how you would like yourselfto be done.” -

~. Youknéw you've. learned somethxng,

- - the students said, when you can “help

LA

someone else,” “use it without thmkmg
about it,” “hever forget it,”
'stand .your French, scxence or math

_"teacher.”

_ Students explaxned that’ schools
. helped learmngby_ keeping manyclasses
(college prep more than others) small,
_ providinghands-on experlence relating
) lessons to. real lee—as in one school's
: well liked mentorxng program—-and by .
havxng teachers who are wxllxng to work

or under- .

|.. “on€ on one” and who take the txme to
' really explain somethxng G
‘Schools hindered student leamxng by _
havxng limited course offerings, restrict- -
" ing dccess to computers, not. having * |
-enough money for equxpment and-fa- -
.cxlxtxes, and being understaffed in some -

areas, particularly counseling. Students

" at all schools complained that counse- ..

lors - were overworked and didn’t. have

the time to advise them properly or help_ _
" them meet college application deadlines.
* Three of the groups agreed that- their
- ‘counselors tried hard and really cared.
The other group described their counse-
lor -as ”havxng their own problems :
“which interfered with helpmg students: "
":Unequal treatment also hindered
-learning, according to some students. In
- a small. school where everyone knows™
|- everyone else, who your family is can. -
“affect the way you're treated and the |
grades.‘you receive; they thought..

_ Teachmg

Students readily praxsed teachers who',

K “talk to-you as'an individual,” create a -
” goodlearmng atmosphere—qulet—not :
abunch of goof-offs,” “have agood sense |-
‘of humor,” and make learning fun. '
" However, students criticized teach- |
- ers who contlnued to offer only lectures
L in class With block schedulxng, s1tt1ng”
still and taking ‘notes for 90 ‘minutes
. “puts people to sleep.” Some teachers,
‘especxally at the fourth school, -gave -
“way too_ much busy work “ Students :
reported that. they often had to do",

: 'worksheets in class, and even had to

write down the. questxons—presumably

away for teachers to fill the longer class

perxod

School Changes

. The" students we spoke thh all

wanted open campuses, at least durxng

lunch if not all day. “We had it 20 years ',
"ago, but now it'sliké a prison here.” At

the fourth school, students could ‘only- :
g0 to their lockers twice a day and had..

| to carry their school handbooks ‘when '
"out of- class— so if you -say, ’Nobody

ever told me I couldn t’ they say, ’Oh

L yes, it says right hére.””
The poor quality and lxmxted selec- T

tion -of cafeteria food recexved several

" mentions, as did dxrty bathrooms One

_ group. wanted. more parking spaces for '

students others wished for better buxld-

ings. '

Students thought it would be great if

' parents got involved with more than

athletxcs and that athletics often get too

- much attention. They suggested prov1d-

ing recogmtxon in other areas, such as’
band and academics. "
Long bus rxdes between horhe and

' school drew criticism, as did early school

starting times. Many objected to fees and

letxc events and lab classes.
.Overwhelmingly, students agreed

_' that they have: little to no voice or im-- -
pact. As one student put it, “They [ad- .-
,mrnxstratxon] worry about the little .
. thxngs and let the bxg things go d &

L.

w

<

. expenses for partxcxpatmg in some ath- :
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