New survey gives voice to students' concerns
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Document Text
Young Voices conducted a survey of nearly 1,700 teenagers and 149 teachers in Providence schools. 

PROVIDENCE -- "Why don't you just drop out?" 

"I don't care if you graduate, I still get paid."

"If you want to fail, fail quietly."

Those are among comments by teachers that students reported in a recent survey by Young Voices, a grass-roots group of local teenagers determined to have their voices heard by those in positions of power.

Young Voices conducted a survey of nearly 1,700 teenagers -- 21 percent of the city's high school population -- and 149 Providence teachers -- to uncover how students and faculty really feel about their schools. A consultant was hired to help interpret the data, which also included information gathered from a series of youth focus groups.

In the findings, released yesterday during a news conference at the Rhode Island Economic Development Corporation, students reported that:

- Too many teachers rely on ditto sheets or other hand-outs instead of teaching, and the practice of students reading textbooks in class is common.

"Most of my teachers, it's like: Ditto. Ditto. Book. Ditto. They just sit behind their desk and do nothing."

- In focus groups, 44 percent of students said their teachers don't motivate them and some reported that teachers actually discouraged them from trying harder.

"I had a social studies teacher who called me stupid in front of the whole class."

While praising Young Voices for its hard work, Providence School Supt. Tom Brady and Peter McWalters, the state commissioner of elementary and secondary education, said the findings come as no surprise to educators familiar with the challenges facing urban schools.

Brady said the Providence school district is developing a uniform curriculum in math and science that, in the fall, will replace a patchwork quilt of high school course offerings. The district is also trying to make the larger high schools more personal. In response to a state order, Hope High School was divided into three smaller learning communities, each with its own principal and faculty. With varying success, the district's high schools have also introduced student advisers whose goal is to make sure that each student has at least one adult he can trust.

Warren Simmons, who leads the Annenberg Institute for School Reform at Brown University, said Providence has to stop blaming one person -- or one group -- for the failures of a school district with 24,000 students and roughly 2,000 teachers. The institute has been a major sponsor of Young Voices' efforts.

"We understand the urgency in school reform," said Amber Johnson, a sophomore at Classical High School and one of yesterday's speakers. "It's not something that the superintendent or the commissioner can do alone. We need to attack it as a community."

Even Classical, the district's premier high school, has its shortcomings, Johnson said. Students reported that teachers rely on lectures rather than hands-on learning and said that faculty members often fail to make their subjects relevant to the real world.

Sam Sayeh, a sophomore at Hope High School, said that two of his brothers dropped out of high school, adding that one of them left because he was bored:

"He was really smart, but he wasn't motivated," Sayeh said. "He'd bunk school for two weeks and come back and still pass the test." 

The news wasn't all bad, however. Young Voices also found that students who attend smaller high schools are more satisfied with every aspect of their education, whether it's getting extra help or receiving more hands-on learning.

One particular school, Times{+2} charter school, did significantly better than the district's 10 public schools. More than 80 percent of the students surveyed said that their teachers encourage and motivate them, while a similar percentage reported that their teachers explain information clearly.

One of the big advantages of attending a charter school is its size. Times{+2} has about 640 students in grades K-12 compared with 1,000 or more students at the typical urban high school. Times{+2} also holds its students to high standards: It expects that its students will attend college, has a rigorous math and science curricula and demands that parents be part of their child's education.

Young Voices will hold two youth forums on Jan. 27 and Feb. 10 where students will develop an action plan to address issues raised by its survey and focus groups. 

"He was really smart, but he wasn't motivated. He'd bunk school for two weeks and come back and still pass the test."
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Abstract (Document Summary)

In the findings, released yesterday during a news conference at the Rhode Island Economic Development Corporation, students reported that: - Too many teachers rely on ditto sheets or other hand-outs instead of teaching, and the practice of students reading textbooks in class is common. While praising Young Voices for its hard work, Providence School Supt. Tom Brady and Peter McWalters, the state commissioner of elementary and secondary education, said the findings come as no surprise to educators familiar with the challenges facing urban schools. 
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