Are the Schools Oppressive?
A Preliminary Report

How do today's pupils actually feel about
practices they experience in school? This
definitive study ' gives some sound, and
perhaps surprising, answers.

The Problem: At the Annual Conference
of the Association for Supervision and Cur-
riculum Development in March 1971, the
ASCD Board of Directors charged the Execu-
tive Council to “study oppressive practices in
American schools.” A committee of nine
ASCD members was formed,? and the basic
objective of study was framed in question
form: “Are the schools oppressive?”

Many persons have raised serious ques-
tions about the practices and policies pres-
ently evident in American schools. Critics
have described educational practices which
appear to be dehumanizing. Protest groups
have charged that schools are demeaning
and restricting. Student strikes, violence,
underground newspapers, and other phe-
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nomena suggest that young people have been
striking out and striking back at those institu-
tions which were supposedly designed and
which supposedly function to serve their edu-
cational and learning needs.

For the purpose of this study it was as-
sumed that oppression is both a reality and
perceptual phenomenon. It was further
assumed that opportunities to exercise per-
sonal choice are desirable and liberating
(that is, non-oppressive). Helping young
people learn to make appropriate personal
choices in schools was also assumed to be
theoretically possible, operationally practical,
and educationally desirable. If the schools
are oppressive, choice will be restricted. If
the schools are not oppressive, choice will be
expanded.

The Procedures: Three separate forms of
a questionnaire-type instrument were devel-
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oped and field-tested. Items were selected
according to theoretical appropriateness,
teacher judgment of word difficulty, and prac-
ticality. Each item was phrased in such a
manner that students were asked to indicate
the extent to which the practice occurred in
their school and how they felt about that par-
ticular situation. ASCD members from each of
450 representative (according to geographical
location, size of high school, holding power
of high school, etc.) school situations were
invited to assist in collecting data relative to
school practices. Students from one elemen-
tary school classroom, one junior high school
classroom, and one senior high school class-
room from 149 school districts across the
country finally participated in the study. One
third of the students in each classroom com-
pleted Form A of a 75-item student question-
naire, one third completed Form B, and one
third completed Form C. In all, 10,731 stu-
dents were involved. Item analyses of stu-
dents’ responses to each of the 225 items
were accomplished according to sex, race,
grade level, personality type (as measured
by a modified version of the California
F-Scale), and local situation. Additional data
were also collected from the teachers and
administrators who worked directly with each
classroom group of students who were in-
volved in the study. Other data (not reported
in this article ) were also collected in the form
of tape-recorded interviews with students,
teachers, and administrators.

The Results: Incomplete responses were
vailable from 353 students, so the final sam-
f‘?&mcluded 10,378 students. Of that num-

25,020 indicated they were male, 5,320
_hﬁkated they were female, and 38 students
did not indicate their sex.

No grade level was indicated by 135 stu-
dents, and the remainder were distributed as
follows: 27 in grade 4; 1,554 in grade 5,
* 1,848 in grade 6; 1,202 in grade 7; 1,374 in

grade 8; 957 in grade 9; 1,150 in grade 10,
1,116 in grade 11; and 1,015 in grade 12.

A total of 73 students omitted their race
designation. Of the remainder, 9,134 indi-
cated they were white; 138 indicated they
were American Indian; 612 indicated they
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were black; 41 indicated they were Oriental;
268 indicated they were Spanish surnamed;
and 112 indicated “all other races.”

Summary data for all students respond-
ing to each of the 225 items on the three
forms of the instrument are reported. Stu-
dents were asked to respond to each of 75
items in two ways: “how often our school is
like this,” and “how I feel about this.” For
our purposes here, student responses to these
two aspects of each item have been combined,
and the data reported here show the percent-
age of students who responded in each of four
possible ways:

1. Our school is like this often or most
of the time, and I feel good about it.

2. Our school is like this often or most
of the time, and I am bothered by it.

3. Our school is not like this very often
or never, and I feel good about it.

4. Our school is not like this very often
or never, and [ am bothered by it.

Readers are invited to study these data
and make their own interpretations.

In general terms, a careful study of the
data reported here suggests that the feeling
of young people toward school is basically
positive, but that many students feel that
scho@s are oppressive. Students see their
teachers in favorable ways, generally,
whereas they seem to feel that the schools’
programs and policies tend to become in-
creasingly restrictive as they go up the grades
in school.

In brief, the following generalizations
seem reasonable after a careful study of these
and other data which have not been reported
here:

1. Males feel that school is more op-
pressive than females do.

2. Non-whites feel that school is more
oppressive than whites do.

3. Tenth grade students feel that school
is more oppressive than students who are
attending either lower or higher grades in
school.

Future studies will describe the pro-
cedures and report additional data in more
detail.

Educational Leadership
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