Expectation versus Reality:

What first-year students should know about college


We cannot expect students to understand that they are the parties who must work hard to achieve if we continue to talk as though those who are working to teach them have exclusive responsibility for their success or failure.
 


One of the greatest challenges facing first-year college students is the difference between their high school experiences and the demands of collegiate coursework.  Many students are not adequately prepared for the type of work or amount of study necessary for college-level classes.
  In other words, there is a significant gap between what students expect from college and the reality of a new (and often disorienting) experience.  A 2003 study published by Stanford University’s Bridge Project, offers overwhelming evidence of the disconnect between students' expectations and the realities of college.  Here are several examples of common misconceptions:

Many students believe . . .

In truth . . .

Meeting high school graduation


Adequate preparation for college usually 

requirements will prepare me for college.
requires a more demanding curriculum than







is reflected in minimum requirements for high






school graduation . . .

Getting into college is the hardest part.

For the majority of students, the hardest part is







completing college.

Community colleges don’t have standards.
Students usually must take placement tests at 






community colleges in order to qualify for






college-level work.

It’s better to take easier classes in

One of the best predictors of college success is 

high school and get better grades.

taking rigorous high school classes.  Getting 






good grades in lower-level classes will not 






prepare students for college-level work.

My senior year in high school


The classes students take in their senior year 

doesn’t matter.




will often determine the classes they are able 







to take in college and how well-prepared they are 





for those classes.


Increasing enrollments in remedial or developmental courses offer additional evidence of the mismatch between high school experience and college expectations.  For example, in 1995, 29% of all beginning college students enrolled in at least one remedial reading, writing, or mathematics course.  Between 1992 and 2000, 61% of students who first attended a public two-year institution completed at least one remedial course.  More and more high school graduates are attending college, yet lack sufficient preparation and skills for college-level work.  On this issue, one college professor remarks:

The students lack knowledge of grammar, exhibit poor vocabulary, and have done little reading beyond assignments in the unchallenging textbooks that constitute the printed basis of their high-school curriculum. They find it extremely difficult to disengage from the deeply lodged habit of relying on personal narrative and subjective opinion in their confrontation with facts and the world.

In particular, limited reading skills pose formidable obstacles.  As one government study notes:

Many students enter postsecondary education under-prepared for college-level work.  In fall 2000, some 76 percent of postsecondary institutions offered at least one remedial reading, writing, or mathematics course . . .The need for remedial reading appears to be the most serious barrier to degree completion: it is associated with more total remedial coursework and with lower rates of degree attainment than other remedial course-taking patterns.

And colleges and universities nation-wide admit the undeniable truth that growing numbers of students are under-prepared.  In a 1998 vision statement, a prominent Midwestern community college recognizes students of the future will:


( have a shorter attention span


( be uncomfortable with reading & writing


( have decreased quantitative & critical thinking skills


( be less deferential authority, and less respectful of each other

This statement later admits: "the future is now."  Another group of college teachers similarly laments that today's students "possess weaker vocabulary skills; are more demanding and yet take less responsibility; don't take notes in class; skip homework assignments; come to class late or leave early; and are less interested in exploration and more interested in 'just wanting the answer.'"


Being under-prepared for college is not simply a matter of deficient high school curricula, it also reflects broader societal attitudes and demographic shifts.  With growing numbers of high school graduates attending open-enrollment institutions some have absorbed the misleading message that grades in high school do not matter.  Few realize that those with high school GPAs of C or lower have only a 50-50 chance of earning a college degree.  James Rosenbaum explains that students who perform poorly in high school:

probably won’t graduate from college—many won’t even make it beyond remedial courses.  High enrollment rates and low graduation rates are well-known facts of life in most open admissions and less selective colleges (both two- and four-year) . . . Unfortunately, our well-intentioned efforts to encourage all students to go to college regardless of their grades inadvertently gives them the impression that high school grades don’t matter.
  


Other high school students get the opposite message that grades are the only thing that matters, regardless of what they actually learn or whether they cheat their way to higher grades.  As increasing numbers plan on completing college degrees, they are seemingly unaware of the necessity of taking rigorous courses and earning good grades in high school.  In the 1992 high school graduating class, for example, only 20.9% of students with C averages or lower had attained at least an AA degree within eight years of graduation.  The message is clear: students who work harder in high school and take more difficult classes have a better chance of completing a college degree (and in less time).  According to a 1999 study of over 10,000 students, the number one predictor of college success is not race or socio-economic status, but rigorous high school preparation.


In addition to distorted conceptions about the relationship between high school performance and college success, growing numbers of students equate education with entertainment.  Contrary to the demands and challenges of college (and the real world), some believe education necessitates being entertained.  Good classes are “fun” classes; good teachers are “easy” teachers.  Along these lines Robert Leamnson writes:

Those of us who teach freshmen are consistently criticized for “making it too hard” or for our inability to “make it easy.”  Young people have been continuously indoctrinated, from multiple sources, to believe that everything, including school, can be made quick, and fun, and easy . . . Few of their perceived needs demand reading or writing.  Virtually all of their entertainment is visual or aural.

Along this same vein, one Cornell University professor opines:

The liveliness of the lectures, the use of videos and the professor's ability to draw frequent laughs count more than content.  "The professor knows how to teach in an entertaining way (almost like TV)," concluded one admiring student. "The lectures were informative and, most importantly, entertaining," wrote another. I think the students who suggested a laser light show and a warm-up dance before the lesson were kidding, but these days one can never be sure.

Another college professor reports that when a former student was asked what he wanted, the student replied: "We want you guys to dance, sing, and cry.  Seriously, that is what we consider to be good learning.  We expect so much more from everything now because of the media.  You guys can't compete."
  Comments from scores of student evaluations reaffirm the ever-present desire to be "dazzled" and to avoid reading, writing, and hard work.  Take the following sampling of student evaluations:

More enthusiasm.  Make it fun.

I didn't like the normal lecture.  It was too boring!

Lecture sucked big time.  Very boring.  

Boring book & lecture/didn't read the textbooks

Holocaust book was boring/ Holocaust book was a little too dry, long and in-depth

More interesting lectures--> make history fun

More exciting instructor

Essay exams make me sick/ the Holocaust book was boring.

Get rid of essays/essay exams are too difficult

Holocaust book was very boring

Show more movies/present more videos/more videos/more videos

Lecture very boring/the books sucked/the holycost [sic] book wasn't helpful

Use more videos/more movies/more movies/too much reading!

Lecture was boring/textbooks sucked.  Dry reading.  

I think the Holocaust book was the most boring book ever written.  If I was [sic] a Nazi I would burn this book.

More movies describing history/more visuals/more movies . . .

If a book about the Holocaust is boring, then what will such students find interesting?  Or is aversion to reading, in and of itself, the problem?  In 1932, Aldous Huxley wrote in Brave New World, a dystopian vision: "They'll grow up with what the psychologists used to call an 'instinctive' hatred of books and flowers.  Reflexes unalterably conditioned.  They'll be safe from books and botany all their lives."
  Huxley’s babies, however, became horrified via electric shocks and loud noises, not bored via digital cable and computer games.   

Reality, of course, is much different from the unrealistic expectation of being continually entertained.  In part, college is preparing students for the “real world” and the "real world" is not a video game geared for incessant entertainment.  Consider the following activities: losing weight, playing a musical instrument, programming a computer, learning another language, raising children, or earning a college degree.  What do they have in common?  All worthwhile achievements, academic or otherwise, demand hard work, frustration, and even failure before success and ultimate satisfaction.  It is a dangerous path to bolster the belief that difficult things can always be made easy or fun.  Education cannot be made instantly gratifying.  Just as physical fitness cannot come without regular exercise and a balanced diet, worthwhile education will not spontaneously arise regardless of effort and study habits.  


One prerequisite for genuine lifelong learning is the ability to do focused, analytical reading.  Yet in a society where entertainment is expected (or even demanded), reading in this active way is increasingly rare.  Ironically, more and more information is available in print (or online), but fewer and fewer young people have the skills or the attention span to sit and read.  As the American Federation of Teachers' website remarks: “Reading is a prerequisite for all other learning.  Reading is also a skill that a significant percentage of U.S. students—including many with college-educated parents—have difficulty learning.”
  One reason, among many others, for this may be the growing hours devoted to watching television (or other similarly passive activities).  According to one study, American children between the ages of 2 and 17 spend an average of 3.5 hours per day in front of the television; 56% of 13-17-year olds have TVs in their bedrooms; and those who watch the most television exhibit the greatest decline in their reading abilities.
  Habits established as young children are difficult to break as college students.  Young adults who continue watching massive amounts of television (or other similarly passive activities) cannot expect success as more difficult (and important) things like college, work, and children compete for their time.  Most must make choices and devote more time to more difficult, less immediately gratifying activities.  


Further evidence illustrates that students are spending less time studying either because they don't want to or they don't have to.  Some high schools have reduced or entirely eliminated homework.  Yet, oddly enough, high schools and colleges nation-wide have seen grades steadily rise as amount of study declines:

Most undergraduates are not hitting the books as hard as their professors recommend, according to a new national study.  Nonetheless, a majority of students say they are earning above-average grades in their courses . . . Forty-four percent of students spend 10 hours or less studying, according to the latest findings of the National Survey of Student Engagement.


Yet about 40 percent of students say they earn mostly A's, with 41 percent reporting that they earn mostly B's.

Another report from 2001 remarks that “The College Board last year offered startling evidence of grade inflation, at least among students likely to go to college. In 1990, SAT-takers averaged 3.09 on a four-point scale. Last year, they averaged 3.26. Eleven years ago, 28 percent of students taking the tests reported grade averages of A+, A, or A-. This year, 40 percent say they got those grades.”
 “Grade inflation,” “lowered standards,” “watered-down curriculum,” call it what you will, but the phenomenon of less study, but higher grades begs to be examined and explained.



Those few insisting that education must compete with all the different entertainment options available are fooling themselves.  It is a losing battle to think that the classroom can become an entertainment center.  Some things in life are difficult by their nature: there is no taking the difficulty out of struggling with foreign languages, complex mathematical equations, philosophical arguments, physics problems, or any worthwhile pursuit.  Pretending teachers can give students entertainment because that's what they desire only leads to further dumbing-down of the curriculum.  Feeding the clamor for entertainment leads to counterfeit education; it may keep more students (or customers) happy, but it is an empty meal that will ultimately mal-nourish.  As one author observes:

Learning is not a matter of passive absorption. Rather, learning is inescapably dependent on the time, effort, and commitment of students to their studies.  Faculty can make a course of study attractive, but they cannot assure that a student—immersed in the adult world of competing demands and attractions—will make study the priority it must be if he or she is to achieve meaningful academic success. Unfortunately, marketing efforts that emphasize customer satisfaction and ignore the need for hard work convey the opposite message. They imply that students' dreams of academic success will come true irrespective of time and effort if only they experience the excellent instruction that is available at "We Want U."
 


Another educational trend is shrinking personal responsibility and individual accountability.  Young adults who will not take responsibility for their education lead to a situation aptly described by Joseph Collins nearly eighty years ago:

The adult-infant is not aware of his handicap, and often goes through life ignorant of his part in the disaster and misfortunes he encounters or causes.  He blames them on fate, on the malignity of others, on unfair treatment.  His limitation prevents him from looking to himself for the cause . . . 

Children do not like to carry a thing to its logical conclusion; they do not like to think connectedly or protractedly; they do not like to think at all.  They like to have others do it for them. 

Many students are not encouraged to think for themselves or to seek internal causes for their failures; therefore they resemble Collins’ “adult-infants.”  Further anecdotes gathered from experienced teachers illustrate that many first-year students need to learn what it means to be responsible.  As Robert Leamnson remarks:

If [students] are dismissed by the dean for poor performance, or removed from athletics, the reaction is often shock and anger.  The common question, "What do I have to do?" suggests a firm belief that every story can have happy ending.  Something can always be done, or somebody can make it all right again . . . Few are inclined to anticipate, or to take responsibility for, the consequences of their actions.

If educational institutions and teachers are going to be held more and more accountable, then so should students (and their parents).


So with all this disconcerting news, what can or should teachers do?  Three difficult, but interrelated, questions are:

1) How would teachers like our students to change?

2) What can teachers do to best help them?

3) What role should the students play in this?

In rising to these challenges, students and teachers must recognize that education requires effort and responsibility on both sides; it cannot be one-way street.  Learning at the college level requires internal motivation and self-discipline.  Hard work and quality education contradicts the prevailing language of customer service and student success for all.  Or as Leamnson puts it:

Can we then expect good teaching to produce an educated student?  Well, not always . . . Educating is not something that one person can do, and education is not something that any person or institution can give to a student.

This is a good first step in opening a discussion rather than seeking to "solve a problem."  Once the problems are recognized, they should be openly discussed.  Both students and teachers alike should be wary of technological or pedagogical quick fixes or cure-alls; educational "snake-oil" has been a thriving business for quite awhile.  Finally they need to recognize that these are not brand new problems; old advice can often be as useful as cutting-edge research.  Nearly a century ago, a college president noted:

It is what the pupil can do, not what the teacher can do, that counts. . . No coach ever built up a winning team by carrying the ball himself.  The pupil must by active.  He must carry the ball.  He must ask and answer questions.  He must make as well as solve problems.  He must be in the game himself, if he is to learn to play the game.  He must be independently productive.  He must learn to do things for himself, in a way which he has adopted for himself.
  

Going back even further, students and teachers can heed Aristotle’s advice: “Now obviously youths are not to be instructed with a view to their amusement, for learning is no amusement, but is accompanied with pain.”
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