Pro/Con
Should teachers encourage students to engage in political activism?

	
Bill Capowski 
Keving Pranis 
Executive Director of the Center for Campus Organizing; Pranis is Youth Section Organizer of the Democratic Socialists of America,
Written for The CQ Researcher, August 1998
We believe that, in a democracy, the primary purpose of education is not to turn people into automatons who know only how to perform tasks and follow orders, but to help them realize their full potential as individuals, as active citizens and as informed community members. Political engagement is crucial to active citizenship, and we believe it's not only the right, but also the responsibility, of teachers to encourage 

students

 to become politically active.

Our experience has taught us that engaging in student activism has tremendous educational value. For example, we have watched 

students

 active in the struggle against sweatshops who learn more in the course of their organizing work about economics, policy and history than they ever could have learned in the classroom.

Furthermore, the insights and skills gained in the course of activism are not the ivory-tower abstractions often criticized by conservatives, but concrete lessons about the way real people live their lives. Some conservatives have argued that teachers should avoid expressing political viewpoints and perspectives, because they fear that 

students

 will be unwilling or unable to hold and express alternative views and because they fear that teachers will be unwilling to treat 

students

 objectively.

But this argument vastly underestimates the abilities of both teachers and 

students

. Those who see 

students

 as empty vessels to be filled by teachers and textbooks fail to see that 

students

 constantly evaluate what they're taught based on their life experiences. It is also better to have politics out in the open, because politics are ever-present. Even a professor or teacher who never mentions current events and issues of the day is expressing a set of politics to her or his 

students

. In this instance, that disengagement from political life is legitimate. We find this troubling in a society where we bemoan low voter turnout and apathy, especially among young people. Teachers can and should contribute to the learning of their 

students

 by encouraging their 

students

 to engage in political activism.
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Daniel J. Flynn 
Executive Director, Accuracy in Academia and editor of Campus Report,
Written for The CQ Researcher, August 1998,
Look through the course selection catalog of just about any major school and you're bound to find classes like Williams College's “Practicing Feminism: A Study of Political Activism,” a course in which 

students

 do “fieldwork at community agencies” to “raise awareness of feminist issues in the community.

“It used to be that college was a place for educators to enrich minds and prepare undergraduates for the job market. Today, many professors seek not to teach 

students

 but to conscript them as workhorses for the Left's latest cause of the moment. A professor ”asking“ her 

students

 to engage in activism is something akin to a corporation ”encouraging“ its executives to contribute to political candidates or a mayor ”urging“ city employees to volunteer on his re-election campaign. Many faculty members may view appeals from the lectern as only encouragement. 

Students

, however with grades and futures on the line read their actions as coercion.

And the record shows that what many professors are doing amounts to much more than tacit encouragement of student activism:-- Marv Davidov, a professor at Cloud State University in Cloud State, Minnesota, frequently assigns his 

students

 to protest a local defense plant. Davidov was arrested last year on a “class assignment” and several of his 

students

 received citations from the police.-- Berkeley's June Jordan led her “Poetry for the People” class on a demonstration outside of CNN studios in San Francisco to protest California's decision to end racial preferences. Her 19 

students

 fulfilled course requirements by fasting and demanding one hour of airtime to address the nation.-- During the election cycle of 1996, 

students

 in an environmental studies course at the University of Montana heard lectures by officials from the Sierra Club, Green Corps, Common Cause and Ralph Nader's PIRG, among other groups.

During the last three weeks of the class, 

students were required to collect signatures so that an environmentalist-sponsored initiative would be placed on the ballot in Montana. Imagine the outrage if it were not “peace” advocates gaining college credit for getting arrested outside of a munitions factory, but pro-lifers outside of an abortion clinic. Professors would be wise to heed President Clinton's advice from last year's State of the Union address: “Politics must stop at the schoolhouse door.” Teaching, not preaching, is the mission of higher education.
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Do schools rely too much on homework?
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John Buell 
Co-author, The End of Homework: How Homework Disrupts Families, Overburdens Children, and Limits Learning
Written for The CQ Researcher, November 2002
Contemporary learning theory suggests that homework is a poor way to advance student learning. Not only do students

 progress at different ages, but they also do not all go through the same unchanging set of stages. Just as not all 

students

 are naturally right-handed and should not be made to write in this fashion, distinctive learning styles are developed and often persist over an entire lifetime. Sending work that is crucial to core learning home — where resources differ and where teachers can gain little sense of who did the work or why deficiencies occur — often impedes learning.

A modest amount of independent work, say two hours a day, is appropriate for high-school 

students

, but teachers with adequate resources and experience in assessing individual learning styles should be available to aid children. Even many of homework's defenders now concede that homework does not advance test scores for elementary-school 

students

. They fall back on the claim, for which they don't offer proof, that homework sows good study habits. Yet play could be a better way to encourage good habits. In fact, some research has shown that when children study because they enjoy it, they learn better, and what they learn stays with them longer.

Both 

students

 and adult workers deserve time for the kind of unstructured play that encourages creativity and fosters interest in learning. Work as the solution to all our woes is reform on the cheap and at the expense of all. Children, like all of us, are more than recipients of school knowledge. They are siblings and community members, budding artists, musicians and athletes. They are natural inventors and scientists and spiritual beings. Do we allow our children to exercise these selves?

Japan is often cited as an example of the effectiveness of longer school days and extensive homework. Yet Japan's economy is in deep trouble today. Even some of its leaders now concede that workaholism among workers and 

students

 is a barrier to innovation. Workers who spend so much of their lives in narrow cognitive tasks are unlikely to be broadly creative in redesigning existing products or revising national economic priorities. The Japanese educational ministry apparently now recognizes that the emphasis on long school hours must be re-examined.
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Herbert J. Walberg 
Emeritus professor of education and psychology, University of Illinois-Chicago
Written for The CQ Researcher, November 2002
Recent studies continue to show positive effects of homework on learning. One recent study has shown that increased time on homework in the fourth through ninth grades was positively related to achievement level, with high-achievers averaging 64 percent more time doing homework than low achievers. The differences were more marked at the higher grades, and homework was more effective if parents were active in supervising it.

If homework helps, why is it that some 

students

 do so little? The main reason is apparently that some 

students

 find studying unsatisfying. As a group, for example, American adolescents prefer classwork, studying and thinking less than all other major activities except work. They strongly prefer being alone or with family and friends over time spent with classmates; and they rank time with strangers as only slightly less preferable than that with classmates.

The slackening of academic effort — including homework — may be a manifestation of the “Matthew Effect,” from the biblical rich-getting-richer and the poor-getting-poorer phenomenon mentioned in the Book of Matthew. 

Students

 who fall behind academically find their classroom work and homework more difficult and, as a result, less satisfying. As a consequence, they may put forth less effort and therefore find the work still more difficult and dissatisfying in a vicious circle of gradually deepening failure and eventual resignation.

Although time and effort hardly seem causes of undue stress, too much external pressure, of course, can produce anxiety. If 

students

 feel driven by parents and teachers; if they fall far behind their peers and have little hope of catching up; if they lose a sense of control and autonomy — then they can become depressed and feel helpless. Encouragement, realistic goals, support and recognition for accomplishment and learning for its own sake seem the treatments of choice.

The amounts of educative time within and outside school are powerful determinants of learning. If 

students

 add three hours of homework to the 30 hours per week they attend school, homework would increase their study time by 10 percent. Twelve hours would constitute a 40 percent increase — a big advantage. Homework may be thought of as an extension of in-class study. In this sense, the total amount of study time is a chief determinant of how much 

students learn.
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Nancy Kalish
Coauthor, The Case Against Homework: How Homework Is Hurting Our Children and What We Can Do About It
Written for CQ Researcher, July 2007
When most of us were growing up, our homework was manageable. We were able to complete it without constant supervision, then run out to play (and burn some calories), have dinner with our families and go to bed at a reasonable hour. But today many young children are giving up all those things to spend hour after sedentary hour at their desks.

According to a 2006 Associated Press-America Online poll, elementary school 

students

 average 78 minutes of homework per night while middle school 

students

 average 99 minutes. That might not sound like much. But it means children are routinely spending 50 percent more time on their homework than the 10 minutes total per grade level per night recommended by the National Education Association, the National PTA and Duke University's Harris M. Cooper (essay at right). And when researching our book, my coauthor and I had no trouble finding many children who put in much more time, including first-graders working more than an hour each night.

Those time limits were established for a reason: When schools push beyond them, many children, including teens, are developmentally unable to cope. They react by misbehaving, becoming anxious, burning out and eventually coming to hate school — not exactly the way we want our young people to feel about learning. The stated goals of homework — to foster responsibility and reinforce learning — are often overshadowed by the crushing load.

For all this sacrifice, you'd assume there's a great payoff. But there isn't. Cooper's own review of the homework research found little correlation between homework and achievement in elementary school and only a moderate correlation in middle school. Even in high school, Cooper says more than two hours of homework can diminish its effectiveness and become counterproductive. Ironically, there's plenty of research showing that exercise, play and the family dinner — all things children are giving up — are more highly correlated with cognitive development and achievement than is homework.

So where does this leave us? I don't believe homework should be abolished — just brought back into balance. It's true that homework overload doesn't affect every child. But even if only 10 percent of America's 54 million schoolchildren are suffering (and I believe it's much more), it's still a serious problem for those 5.4 million. All children need time for active play, time to spend with their families and time to be, well, children. No American child deserves any less.
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Harris M. Cooper
Professor of Psychology and Neuroscience, Duke University
Written for CQ Researcher, July 2007
An Associated Press poll in 2006 found that about 57 percent of parents felt their child was assigned about the right amount of homework. Another 23 percent thought it was too little, 19 percent thought it was too much.

Educators should be thrilled. Pleasing a majority of parents and having equal numbers shouting "too much!" and "too little!" is about as good as they can hope for.

My colleagues and I have conducted a combined analysis of dozens of homework studies to examine whether homework is beneficial and what amount is appropriate.

The question is best answered by comparing 

students

 who are assigned homework with 

students

 assigned no homework but who are similar in other ways. Such studies suggest that homework can improve scores on class tests. 

Students

 assigned homework in second grade did better on math, third- and fourth-graders did better on English skills and vocabulary, fifth-graders on social studies, ninth- through 12th-graders on American history and 12th-graders on Shakespeare.

Less authoritative are 12 studies that link the amount of homework to achievement but control for other factors that might influence this connection. Such studies, often based on national samples of 

students

, also find a positive link between time on homework and achievement.

Yet other studies correlate homework and achievement with no attempt to control for student differences. In 35 such studies, about 77 percent find the link between homework and achievement is positive. Most interesting, though, these results suggest little or no relationship between homework and achievement for elementary school 

students

.

Why might this be so? Younger children have less-developed study habits and are less able to tune out distractions. Studies also suggest that young 

students

 who are struggling in school take more time to complete assignments.

So, how much homework should 

students do? A parent guide from the National PTA and the National Education Association states, "Most educators agree that for children in grades K-2, homework is more effective when it does not exceed 10-20 minutes each day; older children, in grades 3-6, can handle 30-60 minutes a day; in junior and senior high, the amount of homework will vary by subject." These recommendations are consistent with the conclusions reached by our analysis.

My feeling is that policies should prescribe amounts of homework consistent with the research evidence, but also give schools and teachers some flexibility. In general, teachers should avoid either extreme.
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Rep. Michael Fitzpatrick, R-Pa.
Sponsor, Deleting Online Predators Act
From remarks on House floor, May 9, 2006 
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My most important job is my role as a father of six children. In a world that moves and changes at a dizzying pace, being a father gets harder all the time. Technology is one of the key concerns I have as a parent, specifically the Internet and the sites my kids visit, register with and use on a daily basis.

One of the most interesting and worrying developments of late has been the growth in what are called “social-networking sites.” Sites like MySpace, Friendster and Facebook have literally exploded in popularity in just a few short years.

For adults, these sites are fairly benign. For children, they open the door to many dangers, including online bullying and exposure to child predators that have turned the Internet into a virtual hunting ground for children. The dangers our children are exposed to by these sites are clear and compelling. MySpace, which is self-regulated, has removed an estimated 200,000 objectionable profiles since it started in 2003.

This is why I introduced the Deleting Online Predators Act as part of the Suburban Caucus agenda. Parents have the ability to screen their children's Internet access at home, but this protection ends when their child leaves for school or the library. The Deleting Online Predators Act requires schools and libraries to implement technology to protect children from accessing commercial networking sites like MySpace.com, and chat rooms, which allow children to be preyed upon by individuals seeking to do harm to our children.

Additionally, the legislation would require the Federal Trade Commission [FTC] to design and publish a unique Web site to serve as a clearinghouse and resource for parents, teachers and children for information on the dangers of surfing the Internet. The Web site would include detailed information about commercial networking sites like MySpace. The FTC would also be responsible for issuing consumer alerts to parents, teachers, school officials and others regarding the potential dangers of Internet child predators and others and their ability to contact children through MySpace.com and other social-networking sites.

In addition, the bill would require the Federal Communication Commission to establish an advisory board to review and report commercial social-networking sites like MySpace.com and chat rooms that have been shown to allow sexual predators easy access to personal information of, and contact with, our nation's children.
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Henry Jenkins
Director, Comparative Media Studies program, Massachusetts Institute of Technology
From interview posted online by the MIT News Office, accessed July 2006 
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As a society, we are at a moment of transition when the most important social relationships may no longer be restricted to those we conduct face-to-face with people in our own immediate surroundings. We are learning how to interact across multiple communities and negotiate with diverse norms. These networking skills are increasingly important to all aspects of our lives.

Just as youth in a hunting society play with bows and arrows, youth in an information society play with information and social networks. Rather than shutting kids off from social-network tools, we should be teaching them how to exploit their potential and mitigate their risks.

Much of the current policy debate around MySpace assumes that the activities there are at best frivolous and at worst dangerous to the teens who participate. Yet a growing number of teachers around the country are discovering that these technologies have real pedagogical value.

Teachers are beginning to use blogs for knowledge-sharing in schools; they use mailing lists to communicate expectations about homework with students

 and parents. They are discovering that 

students take their assignments more seriously and write better if they are producing work that will reach a larger public rather than simply sit on the teacher's desk. Teachers are linking together classrooms around the country and around the world, getting kids from different cultural backgrounds to share aspects of their everyday experience.

Many of these activities would be threatened by the proposed federal legislation, which would restrict access to these sites via public schools or library terminals. In theory, the bill would allow schools to disable these filters for use in educationally specified contexts, yet, in practice, teachers who wanted to exploit the educational benefits of these tools would face increased scrutiny and pressure to discontinue these practices.

Teens who lack access to the Internet at home would be cut off from their extended sphere of social contacts.

Wouldn't we be better off having teens engage with MySpace in the context of supervision from knowledgeable and informed adults? Historically, we taught children what to do when a stranger telephoned them when their parents are away; surely, we should be helping to teach them how to manage the presentation of their selves in digital spaces.
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Travis B. Plunkett
Legislative Director, Consumer Federation of America
Written for CQ Researcher, May 2006 
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Many credit card issuers have targeted the least sophisticated and riskiest consumers in recent years, including young people, and encouraged them to run up high, often unsustainable levels of debt. This practice has proven to be very profitable for many credit card issuers, but it can have devastating consequences for consumers.

Starting in the early 1990s, card issuers targeted massive marketing efforts at college

 campuses across the country, resulting in a sharp growth in credit card debt among 

college

-age and younger Americans. As a result, Americans under age 35 continue to show more signs of trouble managing credit card debt than any other age group.

Between the mid-1990s and 2004, the amount of credit card debt held by students graduating from 

college

 more than doubled, to $3,262. Americans under 35 are less likely to pay off their card balances every month than average Americans. They are paying more for debt obligations than in the past and are increasingly likely to pay more than 40 percent of their incomes on credit card debt.

Not surprisingly, more young Americans are declaring bankruptcy than in the past. Moreover, there is increasing evidence that credit card companies are now targeting high-school students with card offers. They are also marketing branded debit cards to adolescents, in part to encourage these young consumers to use similarly branded credit cards when they are older.

Young people are also financially vulnerable to the questionable pricing and business practices adopted by issuers to increase the profitability of lending to riskier customers. These abusive practices include “universal default,” in which a consumer must suddenly pay a sharply higher interest rate on their outstanding balance with one credit card company because of a minor problem with another creditor.

Many creditors have also significantly increased their penalty fees, even for small transgressions like a payment that is made only a few hours late. Until recently, issuers also decreased the size of minimum payments that consumers had to pay, encouraging them to carry more debt for longer periods.

Several pieces of legislation have been introduced in Congress in recent years that would prevent credit card companies from targeting young people with unsustainable offers of credit and prohibit abusive fee and interest-rate practices. Unless credit card issuers adopt considerably more restraint in marketing and extending credit to less-sophisticated borrowers, the Consumer Federation of America will continue to urge Congress to adopt such restrictions.
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Louis J. Freeh
Vice Chairman and General Counsel, MBNA Corp.
From testimony before U.S. Senate Banking Committee, May 17, 2005 

[image: image99.jpg]



In discussing student marketing, it is important to note that we make every effort to ensure that credit card offers are not sent to people under the age of 18.

MBNA does promote its products to 

college

-aged customers by partnering with more than 700 colleges and universities, primarily through the 

college

 alumni associations. By working closely with school administrators, we have earned the confidence and trust of most of America's premier educational institutions. . . .

Before granting credit to a 

college

 student, analysts familiar with the needs and abilities of 

college

 students review each application and decline more than half. . . . Most 

college

 student applicants report a separate income, and many already have an established credit history.

When evaluating an application, we consider the 

college

 students' projected performance as an alumnus, and when we grant credit, we typically assign a line of between $500 and $1,000. If a 

college

 student attempts to use his or her card beyond the credit line, we typically refuse the charge. And we do not re-price these accounts based on behavior.

Once a 

college

 student becomes a cardholder, MBNA delivers its “Good Credit, Great Future” brochure in a Welcome Package. The brochure highlights sound money-management habits, including guidance on how to handle a credit card responsibly. We also maintain a Web site aimed at 

college

-aged consumers, highlighting many of the same tips. MBNA also conducts on-campus credit-education seminars, and we provide articles concerning responsible credit use for student and parent publications.

The performance of our 

college

-student portfolio mirrors closely that of the national experience, as reported in [Government Accountability Office] reports and several independent studies. However, our accounts have much smaller credit limits and much smaller balances than the norm, our 

college

 student customers utilize their cards less often than the norm and these accounts are less likely to incur fees. Our experience has also been that 

college

 students are no more likely to mishandle their accounts than any other group of customers.

When we grant a card to a 

college

 student, we think of it as the beginning of what we hope will be a long relationship. . . . Given this, we have absolutely no interest in encouraging poor credit habits. In fact, everyone's interest is best served when 

college

 students make responsible use of credit. That is our goal in every situation, and certainly when dealing with 

college-aged customers.
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Arthur L. Caplan 
Chair, Department of Medical Ethics, University of Pennsylvania School of Medicine
Written for The CQ Researcher, March 2005
The rapid growth in procedures such as breast augmentation for teenagers is the most ethically disturbing development in cosmetic surgery today.

Women under age 18 are more and more frequently getting cosmetic procedures. Saline breast implants have become a “cool” gift from doting parents. The American Society for Aesthetic Plastic Surgery reports a threefold increase in teenage surgeries over a single year: from 3,872 in 2002 to 11,326 in 2003.

If a young woman feels unhappy with her natural endowments, why shouldn't she be free to have mom or dad pony up $5,000 or more for a curvier physique? If purely cosmetic breast augmentation is good enough for grandmom and mom, why shouldn't young women be able to benefit as well? There are many reasons, it turns out, why elective cosmetic surgery for teens is a bad idea — and these reasons tell us about why it is morally very problematic.

First and foremost, adolescents are hugely concerned about their appearance and how their peers see them. This makes them vulnerable to the suggestion that happiness is just a nip and a tuck away.

Young people have not yet had a chance to become accustomed to their own bodies. In fact, at 16 or 17 their bodies are still changing and developing. Can anyone really say that the best solution for a worried 16-year-old is to stick bags of saline into her chest? Why not give a young woman a few years to decide if she actually is happy the way she is, rather than sending the message to her and every other teenager that if you don't have a big bust or a perfect nose then you are not “built” right?

Some organizations have said breast augmentation is maybe not the right thing for women under 18. But more and more girls still are getting the surgery. So it is time to say what needs saying — any surgeon who does such a procedure on a woman under 18 is unethical and ought to lose his license.

There are those who will say young women can make informed decisions about how they want to look. I say only those who want to make big money preying on the anxieties and self-doubts of kids could fool themselves into holding such a view. No one needs bigger boobs, altered eyes or a chin implant at 17. What they need is time. If you are stumped about what to give your daughter for her Sweet 16, forgo the breasts and buy her a book. In the long run, her self-esteem will be best endowed by what is on her mind rather than the endowment on her upper torso.
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Michael J. Olding 
Chief, Division of Plastic Surgery, The George Washington University School of Medicine
Written for The CQ Researcher, March 2005
There is no justification for a blanket statement condemning cosmetic surgery in teenagers. The American Society of Plastic Surgeons says 4 percent of the cosmetic procedures performed in 2003 were on patients 18 years old or younger. To some, this may seem an astonishing number of children who go under the knife for pure vanity.

A more in-depth examination of those statistics, however, reveals that the vast majority of the procedures performed on teenagers are not only reasonable, but also appropriate. Over half are nose reshaping (rhinoplasty), which can safely be performed on teenagers, since the nose ordinarily reaches its adult size by age 16.

The second most common procedure for patients under 18 is usually performed in preteens! Otoplasy (“ear pinning”) is often performed to prevent name-calling. The ear reaches approximately 85 percent of its maximal growth at age 3, so little disturbance of growth potential can occur. The psychological consequences of being called “dumbo ears” can be significant.

Other commonly performed procedures include reduction of enlarged breasts in boys (gynecomastia) and girls (macromastia). Both can suffer psychological consequences from such conditions. Girls with extremely large breasts can also have back and shoulder pain.

The most controversial cosmetic surgical procedure in teenagers has been breast augmentation. Although it is less than 5 percent of the procedures in this age group, it is a particularly difficult topic for most people. The FDA restricted approval for breast augmentation to women over age 18, and the American Society of Plastic Surgeons has recommended augmentation for only those 18 and older. There is, however, a special circumstance where breast augmentation would be appropriate in a girl under 18. Minor degrees of breast asymmetry occur in many women, but in those teenagers with markedly differing breast sizes, or no breast whatsoever, augmentation can alleviate significant psychological strain and improve self-esteem.

Teenagers are often dissatisfied with their looks, especially in this image-obsessed society. With the advent of reality makeover shows, they believe that “ideal” can be easily accomplished with a knife and a few thousand dollars.

It is the duty of any plastic surgeon to determine if patients (and especially teenagers) are good candidates for a procedure. They must have sufficient emotional maturity and realistic goals and expectations. We need to be more vigilant in teens than adults in determining whether or not teenagers are candidates for cosmetic surgery, but we should not exclude them simply because of their age.
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