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It is bad enough that many students who enter college are underprepared, underskilled and generally dumbed down.  What is worse is that more and more of them are entering college . . . "increasingly disengaged from the academic experience.". . . Of course there have always been students who hated studying and were bored in class.  What has changed is that more and more of them feel this way.  Judging from recent works examining this emergent problem, that number has reached some sort of critical mass at the primary, secondary, and now college levels . . .

In Why Our Kids Don't Study (1995), John D. Owen notes that American students put less time and effort into school work than students from any other industrialized country.  In the typical United States high-school classroom, Owen writes, an unwritten "contract" enables the teacher to trade fewer demands and lower standards for a "minimum of conventional respect" . . .

In Beyond the Classroom (1996), Laurence Steinberg and his team of researchers examine the social and cultural factors contributing to the slacker sensibility rampant in most high schools, which now warehouse "an extraordinarily high percentage" of students who are "alienated and disengaged."  According to Steinberg, high-school classrooms are filled with 'goof-offs' who "thumb their collective nose at their teachers, view school as a nuisance," and place it at the bottom of their list of priorities.  "Across the country, whether surrounded by suburban affluence or urban poverty, students' commitment to school is at an all-time low."

Now that more than half of all high-school graduates go on to some form of higher education, the problem of disengaged students is provoking growing concern in colleges and universities . . . In the summer of 1996 . . . Kurt Wiesenfeld, a physicist at Georgia Tech, complained in Newsweek about encountering more and more students who resent hard academic work and who regard a "chance to learn" as "less than worthless."  About the same time Peter Sacks carried the analysis of the problem much further in Generation X Goes to College (1996), an excruciatingly frank confessional account of the abject compromises and bitter frustrations that now attend the teaching of students who not only disdain academic pursuits but who are actually "proud of their ignorance." 

Students who are "disengaged" . . . tend to exhibit (to varying degrees) a number of related behaviors and attitudes: they do not read the assigned books, they avoid participating in class discussions, they expect high grades for mediocre work, they ask for fewer assignments, they resent attendance requirements, they complain about course workloads, they do not like "tough" or demanding professors, they do not adequately prepare for class and tests, they skip opportunities to improve their class performance and grade, they are impatient with deliberative analysis, they regard intellectual pursuits as "boring," they resent the intrusion of course requirements on their time, they are apathetic or defeatist in the face of challenge, and they are largely indifferent to "anything resembling intellectual life." . . .

It is impossible to determine with any precision how many students are "disengaged" from, or hostile to, the mission of higher education . . . What does seem clear, however, is that the growing contingent of disengaged students is putting considerable strain on the traditional mentoring relationship.  And no wonder.  Disengaged students repudiate the very essence of education—studiousness, from the Latin studium, meaning "eagerness," "intense application," and studere, "to take pains."  In short, students who disengage from the educational process want to avoid the rigors and pains of learning.  As a result, professors who try to make such students stand and deliver will be resisted and resented . . .

There is emerging consensus that the widespread disengagement of America's students "is a problem with enormous implications and profound potential consequences." . . . Consider the practical, real-life consequences when programs in the sciences, engineering, medicine, and nursing are made more congenial to students who are easily bored, who dislike hard subjects and taxing workloads, and who want lower standards and guaranteed success . . .

According to William Damon, student disengagement at the primary and secondary levels is caused by low expectations and standards. Classrooms have been so mindlessly stripped of "challenging intellectual material and rigorous standards" that students become bored, give up on school and find more engaging things to do . . . In Dumbing Down Our Kids (1995), Charles Sykes attributes the strip-mining of the academic landscape to the "success model" of education.  According to this model, every student—regardless of talent, inclination, and attitude—must succeed.  To achieve this spurious form of success, every academic subject is made accessible to every student, and all invidious distinctions are jettisoned to preserve self-esteem . . . 

Admittedly, vast social and cultural forces also conspire to make students less motivated and less engaged in the business of learning than ever before.  These forces include . . . peer pressure to regard education derisively, youth-culture activities that militate against serious and sustained intellectual engagement, an ambient popular culture that glorifies dumbness and ridicules intelligence, and a widespread de-legitimization of reading and the book . . .
If colleges and universities are willing to accept high-school graduates with poor study habits and bad attitudes, rather than compel them to adapt to the rigorous demands of colleges and universities, then high schools have no incentive to demand more of their college-bound students.  Moreover . . . low standards virtually guarantee that the problem now undermining secondary education will undermine higher education as well.

Once colleges and universities accept cohorts of disengaged high-school graduates, they are obliged to manage the problem in much the same way as high schools did: fewer demanding courses, lighter workloads, easier assignments and tests, and more high grades (to satisfy students, improve course evaluations, and hide the decline of standards from the public) . . . In higher education, the success model goes by the name of learner-centered or consumer education.

In the marketplace, consumerism implies that the desires of the customer reign supreme and that the customer should be easily satisfied.  When this model is applied to higher education, however, it not only distorts the teacher/student mentoring relationship but renders meaningless such notions as hard work, responsibility, and standards of excellence.  Students who think of themselves as customers study only when it is convenient (like shopping), expect satisfaction regardless of effort, want knowledge served up in "easily digestible, bite-sized chunks" and assume that academic success, including graduation, is guaranteed . . . As a result, when students do not get what they want—praise, bonus points, an A, easier regulations, dumbed-down courses, a diploma—they see themselves as victims of the system.  Norman Wessells, provost at the University of Oregon, says "The students are telling us, 'I pay so much to go to school here—you can't give me D's and F's!" . . . Another reports, "I have friends who expect to get good grades and they don't study.  They get mad at the teachers and blame them if they don't." . . .

It falls to administrators . . .to keep down the number of 'consumer' complaints.  They do this in part by making sure that academic standards are not high enough to cause students discomfort or endanger their academic 'success.' . . . The operating assumption is that "the customer, namely, the student is always right . . . "

Without support from the administration and under constant pressure from students, more and more professors slowly give in to the entitlement mindset.  The watering-down occurs, of course, under the most high-minded pretexts.  Some professors, for example, refuse to apply codes of conduct to students "overwhelmed" by college, some relax standards to accommodate "different learning styles," . . . some lavish praise on poorly performing students to shore up self-esteem, some earn the 'support' and gratitude of students by assigning fewer books and papers, some give students the exam questions days before the test to improve scores, some permit students to retake tests or rewrite papers until they get the grade they want, some try to inspire and engage students by giving high grades for mediocre work.  The list goes on . . .

The whole situation is depressing.  At all levels, educators (and parents) have failed to socialize many young people to understand and experience the personal and social benefits and pleasures of learning.  We have not successfully conveyed to them that it is more fulfilling to be skilled than unskilled, to know than to not know, to inquire than to be self-satisfied, to strive than to be apathetic, to create than to be fallow.  We have failed to socialize many of them into taking responsibility for their own intellectual development, or even to care about it.  It is unlikely that the vicious cycle producing disengaged students will end any time soon, for that would require overhauling primary, secondary, and university education simultaneously, as well as reforming the social and cultural institutions that shape the education system.  In short, the problem is only going to get worse . . .

[For the full text of this article see Academic Questions, Spring 1997, vol. 10, no. 2, pp. 46-56]

1) What are the author's major points about higher education?

2) Do you primarily agree or disagree with this analysis?  Why?  Provide JUSTIFICATION and EVIDENCE for your position.

