‘Educator blames generation gap for classroom stress

What is the most serious impact- of
the student enrollment decline in pub-
lic schools?

Not meney, teachers’ unions or aca-
demic achievement.

The surprise answer: teachers' mo-
rale, which also affects the classroom
atmosphere and students.

As older, high-seniority teachers are
retained and younger faculty members
are laid off, a “tremendous generation
gap” develops between staff members
and students.

One figure is that the average teach-
er's age is 30 years higher than the-av-
erage student’s age.

But student achievement tests aren’t
affected by the enrollment decline, al-
though there is a deterioration of seon-
dary schools* curriculum.

But superintendents, curriculum ad-
ministrators and building principals
believe teacher morale is 2 major
problem caused by declining pupil en-
rollments.

The lower enrollments have affected
most suburban districts for the past
five to eight years. Those are some con-
clusions made by a suburban school ad-
ministrator who wrote his doctoral the-
sis about the declining student enroll-
ments in Wayne and Oakland counties.

‘THE ADMINISTRATOR is William
Bedell, who resigned as assistant su-
penmendem for operations in the Livo-
nia Public Schools this summer to be-
come the superintendent in Romulus.

Bedell surveyed all Wayne and Oak-
land County districts, except for De-
troit, and personnally interviewed
school superintendents, a curriculum
administrator, and a building principal
in eight suburban districts.

Those eight are Livonia, Clarence-
ville (which includes parts of Livenia,
Farmington Hills and Redford Town-
ship), Garden City, Redford Unien,
Wayne-Westland, Dearborn, Lincoln
Park and Berkley. ~

Bedell, in his 109-page thesis, admit-
ted that general school finances and
teachers’ unions are ranked as bigger
problems than enrollent declines, but
they are exaggeratted by the enroll-
ment problem.

One school official interviewed by
Bedell said that student morale is down
“because we have had to cut sports and
other programs because of the finan-
cial impact of (pupil enrollment) de-
cline, and our teachers are unhappy be-
cause they are teaching out of their
area, and they pass this along to to
kids.”

In the years since the early 1970s

when enrollments began to drop, high-
seniority teachers retained their jobs
but in many cases had to teach subject
areas which were not their college ma-
jor. In many cases, the teachers ha-
ven't taught the subject in many years,
if atall. )

ANOTHER SCHOOL official said
there is a “big problem with having a
staff of older teachers with no young
blood. There has to be a 25- to 30-year
gap between the age of our high school
students asnd our staff on the average.

“The kids get upset when they lose 2
good teacher from the layoff route.”

Bedell had some suggestions for
school districts facing a faculty morale
problem.

They should, with state financial
help, initiate extensive training pro-
grams for older staff members who re-
main in districts with declining pupil
enrollments.

In addition to retraining for teaching
in their college minor areas, there
needs to be a “massive effort in in-ser-
vice training and ‘return to the class-
room’ for added advance college train-
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ing for these staff members,” Bedell
said. .

“It is obvious that much research
and effort should be put into the area of
employee morale and its impact on the
instructional program.

School administrators interviewed
that teacher morale was “minimally
affecting students, but it was becoming
a factor in student morale as more and
‘more teachers were being dismissed.”

The enrollment study also showed
some other perceptions of school offi-
cials that usually don't surface in the
numerous school board meetings at-
tended by parents and students to pro-
test the recommended closing of their
neighborhood schools.

During his interviews, Bedell discov-
ered that while student-teacher ratios
weren't affected, the “scope of pro-
gram offerings was severely affected.”

“They cited numerous examples in-
cluding split sessions in the elementary
school, fewer electives, and course cur-
tailment, especially in the arts area.

“They believed that support person-
nel had been affected there was a dif-
ference of opinion as to whether declin-

MIDSUMMER

25% OFF
SA

NOW *12*
NOW 520
NOW 321* and Mountain Ash.

UDING DECKS & PATIOS
2593 CHERRY HILL

WESTLAND - 721-6610
(BETWEEN MERRIMAN & VENOY)

ing enrollments had caused a reduction
in service or actually enriched the ra-

0S.

“Itswould appear that there is a need
for local school districts to strive for
more building consolidations (closing of
one school and transferring pupils to
another building) to limit the impact of
declining enrollment in the area of
course offerings and split sessions.

“It is also recommended that other
delivery systems be investigated to
supply support services on a more effi-
cient basts in districts experiencing de-
cline.

IN THE SURVEY of all Wayne and
Oakland County schools, excepting De-
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ranked declining enrollment third be-
hind the other two topics.

Bedell said he wanted to determine
if declining pupil enrollments were as-
sociated with program quality.

He locked at per-pupil expenditures,
teacher-student ratios, support ser-
vices, and reading and math test
scores.

BEDELL DISCOVERED that aca-
demic test scores weren't affected by
declining enrollment or any other vari-
ables. :

Suburban schools were grouped into
categories of growing, stable and de-

. clining school districts and those get-
ting state aid or those not getting state

Part of the problem of teachers’ mo- 'Y
rale is that there is a “great deal ol
trauma” connected with building clos-:"
ings and transfers to other buildings.

“Building staffs have apparent diffi- )% |
culty adjusting to each other when ',
there are building consolidations.” e

SUFER!NTENDENTS,
directors and building principals fre;
quently disagree on their perceptions
of the “facts.”

curriculum

‘For example, Bedell asked olhcnals

if educational support services, such as "
those provided by media resource.
teachers, had been eliminated or cur.
tailed because of enroliment decline.

Three-fourths of, the supenntendenu ~

“difficult issue by 63 percent of those

troit, Bedell found that the declining aid.
enrollment problems finished a distant
third in a three-topic question on which

problem is the most difficult.

In comparing reading and math test
seores, Bedell found .that no group of

said “yes.” Nearly two-thirds, or 6
percent, of the curriculum administra-«..
tors agreed. But ouly half the building

prmcnpa!s said “y¢ -
ve much mor

the rank-

School finances was ranked the most  school districts

ings.

emphasis to the loss of administrators”
than the curriculum persons and pnn.

answering the survey with employee
unionization second with 25 percent.
Declining student enrollment was third
with 12 percent.

Sixty-three percent in the survey

But standardized tests didn't really
measure the areas most affegted by en-
rollment declines — arts, electives,
ahd student adjustments.

If there were any changes in test
scores, it was because of a change in
the population, not by enrollment

ceptions was students’ academie:
achievement.

cipals surveyed.

Another area of differences in pexL B

Superintendents agreed that declin-.;

drops, Bedell said.
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