
 
 

 
 



 

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 childcare, 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. 
 



Those who work with teens in danger of dropping out of school know that an important intervention is 
helping them learn to set the kinds of goals that can motivate them to succeed academically, and to 
plan for their future.  Often teens fail to set appropriate goals simply because they never gave it any 
serious thought, and lack the skills that can get them started. 

Drop-Out Prevention: How to Set Goals is designed to help educators make young people aware of 
the need to set goals, as well as give them some strategies for how to go about this task.  The program 
depicts several teenage characters confronted with the need to make changes in their lives in order to 
assure staying in school and graduating.  It shows how obstacles to staying in school can be overcome 
by using various goal-setting skills, and taking advantage of resources in their schools and 
communities. 
 
 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

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

 •Learning to set goals is important for future success 
 •Achieving worth-while goals requires hard work 
 •Sometimes it is necessary to take positive risks to succeed 
 •A learning disability doesn’t have to stop anyone from succeeding 
 •Adults at school and in the community are available to help them attain their goals. 
 
 

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: Sean and Steve 

As the program opens, Sean and Steve discuss their academic situations.  Steve is in danger of failing 
two courses and Sean is not doing much better, mostly he admits, because he is cutting school. They 
see a poster for a goal-setting workshop and decide to attend together.  The narrator defines a goal as 
something “you direct your energy toward achieving like a better grade, getting a job, or finishing 
school.”  The narrator emphasizes, goals need to be realistic.  If they’re too “pie in the sky,” you’re 
likely to get discouraged. 

After Waverly speaks, Steve, and Sean discuss what they learned in the goal-setting workshop.  Sean 
announces he’s setting a goal to attend school every day and stop cutting, Waverly expresses concern 
that she has no goals.  Steve admits his only goal is “to survive” but Sean points out that anybody can 
do that. 

When Steve meets his mentor, Mike, Steve admits he stopped going to Alateen, which he joined when 
his mother, who is an alcoholic, had a relapse.  Steve explains that he felt like a hypocrite because he 
was smoking marijuana at the same time, and Alateen is very anti-drug.  Mike challenges Steve to 
stop hanging out with the guys who smoke in the park asking him, “do you want to be like them?” 



Steve agrees to go back to Alateen. 
 
Mike and Steve discuss his academic problems and with Mike’s help, Steve sets a goal to pass math 
and science.  Mike makes Steve promise to attend all his classes and do his homework assignments.  
When Steve and Sean meet up with old friends who are smoking marijuana in the park, both boys turn 
down an offer to smoke. 

Later in the term, Steve mentions that Sean hasn’t missed school in a long time.  The boys talk about 
how school isn’t as hard “when you aren’t stoned or sleeping through it.” 

At the end of the marking period, we see Steve and Sean celebrating their success. Sean hasn’t missed 
any school, and with Mike’s help, Steve has not only passed but achieved a B in math, and a C plus in 
science. 

Part Two: Waverly 

This segment talks about how getting involved in school activities can help prevent dropping out.  
Waverly tells her boyfriend Mark that she has joined a volunteer group at school that tutors homeless 
children.  Mark makes a sarcastic comment, but Waverly tells Mark that this is important to her.  
She’s bored with hanging out all the time.  She tells Mark she won’t be able to meet him after school 
on Tuesdays and Thursdays.  Mark, who dropped out of school, is not thrilled. 
 
Waverly and Lea talk about how excited they are because they will be getting their students soon, and 
Waverly confides that Mark is giving her a hard time.  Waverly and Mark fight over her volunteer 
activities.  Mark confronts Waverly, asking her why she changed.  Waverly tells Mark that it’s just 
part of being alive: “people change.” Mark says he wishes Waverly was the same as before, but 
Waverly points out that she’s happier now.  She tells Mark she wishes he was happy too. 

Part Three: Alberto 

This segment deals with anger and how some teens have a hard time staying in school because they 
don’t know how to handle their anger.  They act out, get in trouble, and end up hating school. 

The story is about Alberto who has moved into a mainstream class after completing the ESL class.  
When he hands in his work late and gets marked down, he tells his cousin Carmen that his teacher is 
giving him a poor grade because she doesn’t like him.  Carmen tells Alberto that Ms. Walker has the 
same rules for everyone. He accuses Carmen of taking the teacher’s side and storms off angrily. 
 
In class, Alberto admits he didn’t do the reading and Ms. Walker points out that his grade will be 
affected.  Embarrassed, Alberto gets up and storms out of the room muttering disrespectful comments.  
When he tells Carmen what happened, she tells him about an anger-management workshop he can 
attend to learn how to handle things when he gets mad.  Alberto sets a goal to do better, and attends 
the workshop. 

After completing the workshop, Alberto learns to handle his anger constructively.  He talks to Ms. 
Walker about his problems in the class and they come to an agreement. 

 



The narrator explains how setting a goal isn’t enough.  You have to figure out what steps you can take 
to achieve a goal, and what to do when you’re not succeeding.  Talking to someone about whatever 
problem you’re having can help you gain a better perspective.  The worst thing you can do is ignore it.  
He asks the audience to think about what goals they need to set to assure that they graduate.  He says 
that whether your goals involve attendance, academic work, or self-management skills like handling 
anger, you can achieve them if you’re willing to work hard. 
 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

Part One: Sean and Steve 

1. How do you think Steve feels about having to work hard to achieve his goals?  Do most people feel 
the way he does, or not? 
 
2. Why do you think some people turn away from working to achieve a goal, while others accept the 
reality that hard work is required? 
 
3. What role do peers and friends play in goal-setting?  How did this play out for Sean and Steve? 
 
4. When deciding what goal you will set, what factors do you take into account? 
 
5. Why do you think Steve’s mentor is able to get him to set some goals and work hard? 
 
 

Part Two: Waverly 

6. When Waverly found she was bored with her life, she decided to set a goal and get more involved 
in school activities.  What do you do when you’re bored? 
 
7. Why is telling a friend the truth, as Lea did about Waverly’s boyfriend Mark, hard to do 
sometimes? 
 
8. Do you think it was easy for Waverly to start getting involved in school?   Why, or why not?  What 
was hard or easy about it? 
 
9. How important is it to find friends who will support your goals? 
 
10. What can you do when friends don’t support your goals? 
 
 
Part Three: Alberto 

11. Handling anger constructively is described in the program as a self-management skill important to 
staying in school.  What is a self-management skill?  Name some others besides handling anger 
constructively. 
 
12. Which self-management skills would provide good goal-setting opportunities for you and why? 
 
13. How do self-management skills affect a goal to stay in school and graduate? 
 



14. How do you handle anger?  Is your anger-management ability helping you get along well in school 
or not? 
 
15. How can you use goal-setting skills to improve your ability to handle anger? 
 
16. What other important self-management skills can you develop that will help you stay in school and 
graduate? 
 
 
ACTIVITIES  

1. Why Are Goals Important? 

As shown in the program, learning to set goals and working hard to achieve them is very important.  
Setting and achieving a goal can change your life, as it did for Sean, Steve, Waverly, and Alberto.  
Which of these characters do you identify with most?  Choose one character and write an essay 
explaining why you identify with him or her, and their goal-setting experiences.  Include how you 
plan to use what you have learned about goal-setting in your own quest to stay in school and graduate. 

2. Academic Goals 

Having academic goals and working to achieve them are especially important for staying in school 
and graduating.  Pick a course or subject area you have trouble with.  Explain why you have trouble 
with this subject or course.  List a goal in reference to this subject or course.  List five things you can 
do to help you achieve this goal.  What other academic goals could you set today?  List them, and start 
thinking about how you would go about achieving them. 
 
3. Friends: How They Help or Hurt 

Friends have a strong influence in our lives.  Having healthy relationships and friends who support us 
in our efforts to achieve goals is very important.  Think about your friends.  How do they support you? 

• Write three things a friend has done to support you in a positive way. 
• Write three things a friend has done that show a lack of support. 
• Write the names of your three most supportive friends. 
• Write the names of your three least supportive friends. 
• In the case of the last three, write a paragraph explaining why you want to be friends with them. 
• If all your friends provide positive support you can skip this part of the exercise. 
 
This activity should be considered a personal diary to help students reflect on their friendships. 
 
4. Self-Management Goals 

Self-management skills are essential to success in school and later in the work world.  They include: 

• Getting along well with others 
• Punctuality  
• Regular attendance 
• Time-management 
• Organizing your space 
• Scheduling your time 
• Dressing appropriately 



• Taking initiative to solve problems 
• Taking responsibility for mistakes 
• Asking for help when needed 
 
From the list above, pick three self-management skills that you have the most trouble with.  List each 
skill and describe why you have a problem with it.  Now list three things you can do to help you 
develop or improve this skill. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



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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