
 
 

 
 



Leader’s Guide 
 
WHAT MOTIVATES STUDENTS TO LEARN? 
By Franklin Schargel  

There is an increased recognition in the educational community that there are groups of students who 
have difficulty achieving academic success.  Researchers have identified a number of factors that 
contribute to these youngsters’ lack of achievement in school.  Some causes are external: the schools 
they attend, the neighborhoods they come from, the stresses within their families.  The most critical 
factors, however, are not external but internal.  Any parent who has attempted to encourage a child to 
study for a test, or any teacher who encourages a student to do homework, knows that internal 
motivation has a greater impact on success than external factors. 

So educators need to find techniques that turn students on to school.  How do we get students to 
internalize the desire to do well in school?  There are several strategies including relieving the normal 
stresses facing many teens, helping students make proper decisions, encouraging them to set goals, 
and showing them the value of building positive relationships. 

The four programs in this series present real-world situations teenagers will easily recognize.  Viewers 
are asked to make decisions based on what they have seen.  At no time are students talked down to or 
belittled.  Each program can be used either as a single lesson or collectively as a basis for a unit on 
self-discovery. 
 
 
INTRODUCTION  

Statistics indicate that every year about half a million teens drop out of school.  These teens often 
come from poor families with other serious problems that go hand in hand with poverty—poor health, 
no means of transportation, inadequate child care, and parents with little or no education.  Many teens 
who drop out of school also have learning problems that would make academic success difficult 
enough without these other forces stacked against them.  In total numbers, more boys than girls drop 
out of school and more white students drop out than students from any minority group, but 
proportionally minority youth are at higher risk.  None of these students ever “planned” to drop out of 
school.  Dropping out is a process that begins early, as early as elementary school, when academic and 
other problems begin to surface. 

Students who fail to complete high school more often end up in dead-end jobs paying subsistence 
wages with no benefits.  They continue to struggle against the cycle of poverty they were raised in.  
They have poorer health, and less adequate housing.  Often they live a lifestyle where attention to 
health, nutrition, and personal goals take a back seat to the struggle to survive. 
 
High school drop outs cost the nation billions of dollars in unrealized potential as well as health care, 
housing aid, and incarceration. 
 
One research study found that as many as 80 percent of those in prison do not have a high school 
diploma.  Incarceration costs more than college.  
 

 



During adolescence, teens place a high value on peer relationships, both their friendships and romantic 
interests.  Many teens focus on acceptance within a group, and will tend to do what is acceptable 
within that group.  They may not have thought about how their relationships will affect their ability to 
do well in school.  If at-risk teens realize that their circle of peers is not motivated by academic 
achievement, and that their choice to pursue a path either toward graduation or toward dropping out is 
within their own control, they will stand a much better chance of seeking help and resources that will 
aid them in reaching graduation. 

Teens who are facing serious challenges in everyday life may act out in school.  After a while, they 
may develop negative relationships with adults in authority without consciously considering how this 
pattern might harm their life overall.  If students find themselves in this cycle, they will probably need 
help in figuring out how to renegotiate their relationships with adults through mentoring programs, 
community centers, after-school programs, and other available resources. 
 
Educators who work with at-risk youth will find that Drop-Out Prevention: Building Relationships 
for Success is a useful tool to help students identify how their own relationships play a role in their 
ability to succeed in school.  In the program, true-to-life characters confront situations that cause them 
to think about how their relationships can be developed in ways that will help them reach graduation.  
Throughout the program, discussion questions challenge teens to examine whether their relationships 
are helping or hindering them in reaching graduation.  Realistic scenarios show teens learning how to 
take control of their lives by changing the dynamics of different types of relationships. 

 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

After viewing the program and participating in the activities in this guide, students will be better able 
to understand that: 

• Their relationships have an affect on their ability to do well in school and therefore, graduate 
 
• They can learn to identify and develop positive relationships that will aid them in reaching their 
goals 
  
• Their behavior affects their relationships—they can choose to redefine relationships that are holding 
them back 
 
• Adults at school and in the community are available to help them attain their goals 
 
• Dropping out is a process that they can recognize and prevent, not a snap decision  
 
 

PROGRAM SUMMARY 

A narrator introduces each segment and delivers important information throughout to help viewers see 
how the process of dropping out of school develops.  After each part, onscreen discussion questions 
challenge students to explore the many dimensions of the issues raised in the storyline. 

 



Part One: Steve 

As the program opens, Steve is walking to the community center for some help on a project from his 
mentor, Mike.  On the way Steve runs into two friends, Mark and Ben.  Ben remarks that they never 
see Steve anymore.  Steve tells them about the community center, and then Ben and Mark accuse him 
of being boring.  They say they are going to “light one up” and invite him to hang out. 

Steve agrees to hang out for 10 minutes, but loses track of time, and when he gets to the community 
center he is too late, Mike has already left.  Steve has to do the project by himself. 
 
Later, when Sean sees Steve he asks how the project went.  Steve explains what happened and Sean 
tells him that he will have to think about who his real friends are now.  Sean says that he misses the 
people they use to hang out with sometimes, but he never used to feel so good about himself or the 
direction he was headed.  Sean says that he wants to stay focused and to do that, he has to stick with 
people who can help him, not people like Ben and Mark.  Steve agrees. 

Part Two: Waverly 

Mark calls Waverly first thing in the morning and convinces her to cut school.  Later that evening 
Waverly’s mother confronts her about the nine days of school she’s missed so far.  The next day 
Waverly overhears a conversation between Carmen and her boyfriend Carlito about a college 
scholarship he got.  Carmen says she is trying to win a scholarship too.  Waverly comments that 
Carlito is a good influence on Carmen, but Mark is always trying to get her to cut school.  Carmen 
responds that Mark is a nice guy, but he doesn’t think about his future. 

That night, when Mark calls Waverly to make plans for the next day, she tells him she can’t miss 
anymore school because she is going to try to do the best thing for herself. 
 
 
Part Three: Alberto 

The final segment deals with Alberto’s relationship with his teachers.  Alberto sits in his ESL class 
looking bored.  When the teacher, Mr. Farrow, asks him a question Alberto refuses to answer saying 
he “already knows all this stuff.”  The two get into an argument.  Alberto leaves the classroom, and 
disrupts all the classes on his floor.  A security officer finds Alberto and takes him to the school 
guidance counselor. 

After school, Lea and Carmen meet Alberto who complains that he should be in a regular class.  
Carmen is understanding, but points out that acting out is not going to get him what he wants.  Alberto 
complains that the teachers think he is stupid.  This strikes a chord for Lea, who tells Alberto about the 
tutoring and mentoring programs available.  Alberto says that the guidance counselor told him about 
it.  Carmen supports the idea and says that being disrespectful to people in authority is not going to get 
him anywhere.  Lea convinces Alberto to give the community center a try. 
 
Three months later, Alberto’s mentor, Paolo, asks how the ESL test went.  Alberto thinks he might 
have passed, but isn’t sure.  Paolo praises him for his effort.  Alberto says he will be angry if he 
doesn’t pass the test and get out of that class.  Paolo acknowledges Alberto’s feelings, but encourages 
him to keep making the positive changes he’s started.  Good things will happen even if it isn’t right 
away.  Alberto thanks Paolo for his help. 



Mr. Farrow tells Alberto that he has passed the ESL test and will be moved to a mainstream class.  
When Alberto jokes that he bets Mr. Farrow won’t miss him, Mr. Farrow tells him that he demanded 
more from Alberto because he knew Alberto could do better. He also advises Alberto not to take every 
comment a teacher makes as a personal attack, but rather as a comment made to encourage him to 
improve himself. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

Part One: Steve 

1. What does the expression “Birds of a feather flock together” mean?  Do you agree or disagree?  Do 
you think Sean agrees or disagrees?  Why? 

2. Sean talks about missing certain people and the things they used to do.  How do you think he over-
comes these feelings? 
 
3. Steve made a mistake in the beginning by hanging out with old friends.  Do you think he recovered 
from this mistake?  How?  

4. Are relationships in real life 100% negative or 100% positive?  How do you decide if a relationship 
is helping or harming your goals? 

5. When starting new friendships, what qualities in a person do you look for?  Do you become friends 
with everyone who is friendly to you?  How do you choose?  Why is choosing important? 

Part Two: Waverly 

6. Do you think the relationship between Waverly and Mark will ultimately last?  Why or why not? 

7. Carmen says that Mark is nice, but he doesn’t think about the future.  Can a nice person still be part 
of a relationship that is negative for you? 

8. Do you think Waverly finds Mark exciting?  Why?  What do you think she needs to think about in 
choosing to be with Mark?  

9. Does your boyfriend or girlfriend encourage you to do the right things for yourself?  How?  If not, 
how can you discuss this with him or her?  What might you say? 
 
 
Part Three: Alberto 

10. When interacting with adults in authority do you usually get what you want?  Are there things you 
can do to increase your chances of getting what you want?  What are they? 

11. How do your relationships with adults affect your schoolwork?  

12. Why do you think his mentor was able to reach Alberto?  What would have happened to Alberto if 
he never met Paolo?  Would it be possible for him to change on his own? 
 



13. What do you think would have happened if Alberto failed the ESL test?  What would you do if 
that were you? 
 
14. If you already have created negative relationships with adults at school, what can you do to start 
changing them? 
 
  
ACTIVITIES  

1. Imagine the Next Scene 

Have students imagine the next scene in Steve’s, Sean’s, Waverly’s, and Alberto’s stories, picking up 
where the story leaves off. 

Students can work in groups that each address one story.  They should write the script for each 
character and then rehearse and act out their stories.  Have the class discuss each story’s outcome.  If 
two groups write scripts about the same characters, compare the two predictions about what might 
happen next. 

2. What Are Friends For? 

Have students think about who they are friendly with.  Some kids will have a best friend, while some 
may have a group of friends.  (If a student doesn’t want to write about their friendships they can 
choose a family member.)  Have the students write a paragraph about how their friendship supports 
them.  How does this relationship help them?  (They can also write about how it doesn’t help them, 
but start off thinking about positive aspects of relationships that they want to further develop.) 
 
3. Relationship Report Card 

Have students create a relationship report card.  Generate a list of important aspects of a positive 
relationship.  The list might include things like honesty, influence, compatibility, common goals, 
common interests, etc.  Let students add as many aspects as they wish.  Have students use this report 
card to assess the condition of a relationship they have with either a friend, a love interest, or a family 
member.  Tell them that they do not have to name the person. 

They can think about the relationship and give each aspect a grade.  The purpose of this activity is to 
develop the students’ awareness about their relationships.  This can be a useful tool in opening 
discussion with a student about the relationships they develop. 

4. Read Between the Lines 

Literature is full of examples of relationships affecting main characters.  If this applies to a novel your 
students have recently read or will read, ask students to evaluate the characters’ relationship and its 
affect on both sides.  Students can write a paragraph about how each character is affected by the other.  
They should answer the question: Is the relationship a negative or positive force for Character X?  
Why is it positive? or, What could Character X do to change the relationship to make it more positive? 
 
 

 



5. Be a Positive Influence 

Have students write a letter to convince Alberto to stay in school even if he doesn’t pass the ESL test.  
If they prefer, students can write to a friend who really is thinking about or taking steps toward 
dropping out.  How can they be a supportive friend? 

6. Interview  

Have students interview adults to find out how graduating from high school has affected their lives.  
Students may want to interview an adult who did not graduate, which is fine if they can approach the 
adult with sensitivity, and know that they will not offend the interviewee.  Students can ask follow-up 
questions to extend the interview.  Ask your students to write their own interview up to make a class 
book everyone can have a copy of. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DROP-OUT PREVENTION SERIES 

This four-part series follows a group of high school students who face the kinds of problems that often 
lead to dropping out of school.  The four programs can be presented as an ongoing drama, or each 
program can be used on its own. 

Program One:  
Making Good Decisions 

Program Two:  
Building Relationships for Success 

Program Three:  
Coping with Family Stress 

Program Four:  
How to Set Goals 

 
The Drop-Out Prevention Series is produced by The Bureau for At-Risk Youth  

Executive Producer: Susan Eikov Green  
Writers: Alexis Feldheim and E. Sheingold  
Video Production: Bossert & Company 

Educational Consultant: Franklin Schargel, Drop-Out Prevention expert and author of six books, including  
From At-Risk to Academic Excellence: What Successful Leaders Do. 
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