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NATIONAL UPDATE 

Study tracks 
student attitudes 

Although 88 percent of eighth-graders 
surveyed in a recent federal study said 
they feel safe at school, many reported 
that various acts of crime and violence 
are moderate to serious problems at 
their schools, including physical con
flicts (43 percent), robbery or theft (29 
percent), vandalism of school property 
(31 percent), illegal drugs (25 percent) 
and weapons (21 percent). 

The National Center for Education 
Statistics recently conducted a national 
survey of eighth-graders to examine 
family, community, school and classroom 
factors that promote or inhibit educa
tional success. The "National Education 
Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88)" 
began by surveying 25,000 eighth-graders 
from 1,000 schools, representing 3 mil
lion eighth-grade students in more than 
38,000 public and private schools nation
wide. The National Center for Education 
Statistics is a branch of the Office of 
Educational Research and Improvement 
(OERI), an agency of the U.S. Depart
ment of Education. 

NELS:88 will be conducted in several 
waves. The first report describes the ex
periences of the students as eighth
graders in the spring of 1988; the sec
ond will trace them in the tenth grade; 
and the third will follow them through 
their senior year in high school. The 
longitudinal design of this study allows 
researchers to observe the critical tran
sition of students from middle school to 
high school as well as to identify stu
dent, school and parental experiences 
that promote student learning. 

The first report, titled NELS:88, A 
Profile of the American Eighth Grader, 

provides a descriptive summary of the 
students' responses to questions about 
school experiences, activities, attitudes, 
plans, selected background characteris
tics and language proficiency. These 
same students were administered a series 
of cognitive tests in math, reading, 
science, history and government. Other 
groups of respondents provided addi
tional types of information: An arlminis
trator filled out a questionnaire about 
the school; two teachers of each student 
were asked to answer questions about 
the student, themselves and the school; 
and one parent of each student was sur
veyed regarding family characteristics 
and student activities. 

A growing number of students can be 
identified as being "at risk" of failing 
to achieve in school or of dropping out, 
according to the study. Overall, 53 per
cent of the students surveyed were iden
tified as having certain factors that put 
them at risk. While 26 percent of the 
students had one risk factor, 20 percent 
were found to have two or more risk 
factors. These various risk factors that 
were identified and the percentages of 
students associated with each include: 
• Lives in a single-parent family - 22 

percent. 
• Family income is less than $15,000 

annually - 21 percent. 
• Stays at home alone more than three 

hours a day - 14 percent. 
• Parents have no high school 

diploma - 11 percent. 
• A sibling has dropped out of 

school - 10 percent. 
• English proficiency is limited - 2 

percent. 
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Students with two or more of these 
risk factors are twice as likely as those 
with no risk factors to be in the bottom 
25 percent with respect to composite 
grades and NELS test results. In addi
tion, they are six times as likely to ex
pect not to graduate from high school 
and twice as likely to have high absen
teeism rates. 

Some of the study's other major find
ings include: 
o Sixty-two percent of the eighth-graders 

said they never or rarely discussed 
their classes or school programs with 
their parents; 35 percent reported 
they had not talked with their teacher 
about coursework during the school 
year; and 60 percent said they had 
not discussed the selection of their 
courses with a school counselor. 

• The typical eighth-grade student 
spends about 21.4 hours a week 
watching television - almost four 
times the number of hours spent do
ing homework and about 10 times the 
number of hours spent on outside 
reading. 

• Nearly half of the students say they 
are bored at least half the time they 
spend in school. 

• At least one-third of the students say 
that tardiness, absenteeism and cutting 
class are moderate to serious school 
problems. 

• About 40 percent report that class 
disruptions by other students often get 
in the way of their learning. 

• Overall, 18 percent of the students 
reported they had repeated at least 
one grade. 

• Eighty percent of the students demon
strate basic reading proficiency, but 
14 percent of the students are unable 
to perform reading comprehension 
tasks. 

• Only about one-third of the students 
plans to enroll in a college prepara
tory program in high school even 
though two-thirds plan to finish col
lege or above. 

Prepared by June R. Lane, associate 
editor of School Safety. 




