
 

 
 
 



 

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.  

 



Teachers and other educators who work with young people understand the difficult challenges many 
of these students face in their home lives, as well as their academic work, and are in a good position to 
intervene. The first intervention is to help make students aware of how the stresses at home can 
interfere with graduating, and what alternatives exist for them.  Recognizing an obstacle before it can 
block the path to success entirely is a good beginning and can serve to interrupt the process of 
dropping out that may have already begun. 

 
Drop-Out Prevention: Coping with Family Stress is designed to help students identify a potential 
problem that could prevent them from finishing school.  In the program, diverse teen characters facing 
true-to-life family stresses find ways to confront and handle those stresses constructively.  Initiative 
and a willingness to seek help when needed are emphasized.  The program suggests that many teens 
can also begin to think about a future that includes college, apprenticeships, or other post-secondary 
education. 
 
 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

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

•Recognize that dropping out of school is a process that occurs over time, not a snap decision 
 
•Understand that factors that place teens at risk to drop out include poverty, and the kind of  
  stress that comes with it 
 
•Understand the role that substance abuse in the family can play in placing teens at risk to       
 drop out of school 
 
•Appreciate the special stresses immigrant families cope with that make it difficult for their  
 children to succeed in school 
 
•Realize that there are resources in the community that can help teens avoid dropping out of  
 school, and that they need to seek out these resources 
 
•Accept the value of mentors and other adults in school and in the community who can  
 support their goal of staying in school 
 
 

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 

Sean tells Steve that he needs to get a job because his mom is sick and she lost her job.  They decide 
to look for work together.  Though Steve is only looking for a part-time job, Sean is planning to quit 
school and work full-time.  He feels he has no choice.  



 
Lea cautions Sean about quitting school because they both know kids who have quit and have jobs 
that don’t pay enough for rent, let alone medical bills, clothes, or other necessities.  Sean says he has 
no choice; a part-time job wouldn’t help at all.  Lea suggests Sean see the guidance counselor, Ms. 
Stevens.  But Sean asks, “What good is talking going to do?” 

On their first day looking, Steve and Sean find that there are no jobs available for teens without a high 
school diploma.  At the end of the day Sean decides maybe he should talk to Ms. Stevens.  When he 
tells the guidance counselor his situation, she makes an appointment for him with an agency that can 
provide emergency assistance to his mother and help her get the disability payments she’s entitled to.  
She also helps Sean understand why he needs to stay in school.  She connects him to an agency to find 
part-time work. 
 
 

Part Two: Carmen 

The second part deals with the special stresses of immigrant families.  Carmen has to miss school for a 
variety of reasons that have to do with her family’s immigrant status and financial stress.  She goes 
with her father to various government agencies to translate for him.  She baby-sits for her little sister 
who is sick because her mother can’t take time off from her job.  She explains to Lea that her parents 
would never ask her brother to miss school because they think school is more important for boys than 
girls. 

Eventually Carmen, a good student, misses so much school she falls behind academically, and 
becomes depressed.  With the help of her mentor, Carmen finds the resources her family needs.  The 
guidance counselor tells Carmen’s mother how important it is for Carmen to be in school.  Carmen is 
surprised to see that her mother is proud of the fact that the counselor thinks Carmen should go to 
college.   
 
 
Part Three: Steve 

Steve’s mom, who had stopped drinking for two years, has relapsed.  Her drinking is making it hard 
for Steve to get schoolwork done at home.  He is unprepared for a math test, but tells Sean his bigger 
problem is that he needs a coat.   His was stolen at a party and his mom would not appreciate having 
to get him a new one.  Steve misses school because it’s cold out, and he has no coat. 

Steve’s mom, drink in hand, gives him a hard time about a report card.  Steve notices that the report 
card she is holding is from the previous marking period.  They argue and Steve accuses her of being 
drunk. 

Steve gets a part-time job at a pizzeria where the owner, Mr. Bello, advises Steve to stay in school and 
start thinking about what he wants to do when he graduates. 

Lea tells Steve about a church where he can get a coat for free so he doesn’t have to miss school.  She 
offers to go with him.  He resists, saying he feels funny, but Lea convinces him to go. 

 



Steve’s mentor, Mike, tells him he knows what it’s like to live with an alcoholic because his father 
was one.  He recommends Steve attend Alateen, like he did.  At first Steve resists.  Mike challenges 
him, asking what he’s afraid of.  Steve decides to go.  Steve tells Lea about everything he’s learning in 
Alateen and how much the group helps him.  He has begun to realize he has no control over his 
mother’s drinking and he needs to focus on himself and school. 

Viewers learn that there are adults in the school and community who want to help.  Teens may need to 
take the first step and reach out for this help, but, as the narrator reminds the audience, it is not up to 
teens to solve their families’ problems. 

 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

Part One: Sean 

1. What is family stress?  What does the term refer to, and how does it place teens at risk for dropping 
out of school? 

2. Why do you think Sean believes he should get a job although he hasn’t finished school?  Do you 
agree with him or not?  Why? 
 
3. Do you think it would be as difficult where you live for a high school drop out to find a decent full-
time job as it was for Sean? 
 
4. Do you think most teens understand that the jobs drop-outs can get won’t cover basic necessities 
like rent, food, clothing, and medical expenses?  What happens when reality strikes? 
 
5. Which kinds of family stresses in the program do you think are most difficult for teens to cope with 
(illness, poverty, substance abuse, language/cultural differences)? 
 
 

Part Two: Carmen 

6. How does absenteeism put teens at risk of dropping out of school? 

7. What other cultural differences do teens of immigrant families cope with that create stress and 
impact schooling?  

8. Do you think Carmen’s story accurately reflects the immigrant experience?  Why or why not? 
 
9. Do you think the resources Carmen’s mentor helped her find exist in your community?  If you 
needed this kind of help, how would you find out? 
 
10. What is the biggest stress teens from immigrant families cope with?  How can they handle this in a 
constructive way? 
 
 

 



Part Three: Steve 

11. How does Steve’s mother’s drinking place him at risk for dropping out of school?  

12. Why won’t Steve tell his mother his coat was stolen?  Do you think his belief about her reaction is 
accurate?  Why, or why not? 
 
13. Why does Steve say disrespectful things to his mother?  What could he have said or done instead? 
 
14. What does the narrator mean when he says that alcohol/drugs get in the way of adult/teen 
communication and support? 
 
15. How does Steve’s mentor help him understand he needs to go to Alateen?  

16. Why are mentors so important to teens like Steve? 
 
 

ACTIVITIES  

1. Finding Help 

Have students read the following scenarios and write a brief suggestion for what the teen could do to 
help make sure he or she finishes high school.  Then have students discuss their suggestions.  

1. Gina is outgrowing most of her clothes and her mother, a single parent, just lost her job and tells 
Gina she has no money for new clothes.  She’s afraid she may not have the right clothes for school in 
another month or so. 
 
2. Kevin’s parents have been fighting a lot and it’s hard to study at home.  He’s also worried that his 
parents may be getting a divorce. 
 
3. Georgia’s father is an alcoholic.  He’s lost two jobs already because of his drinking.  Her mother 
won’t defend Georgia when he gets drunk and acts unreasonably.  Last night, for no reason, he told 
her she couldn’t go to the library.  She needs to do research for a paper. 

4. Troy’s mother is very sick.  Due to her illness, Troy has to take care of his younger brother and it’s 
starting to interfere with his schoolwork. 
  
5. Mia’s parents have a fruit and vegetable store.  They expect her to work in it after school.  When 
either parent gets sick or has to do something, Mia has to fill in at the store.  She has missed several 
days of school and is falling behind in her work. 

 

2. The Stress in Your Own Life 

Everyone has stress but some families have more than others due to financial, health, employment, or 
other problems.  List the five most stressful events you remember occurring in your family.  This 
handout is personal, and will not be collected if you prefer to keep it. 



3. Handling Stress 

Solving family problems is not the teen’s responsibility.  It is up to the adults.  But teens need to 
handle the stress they’re experiencing.  What are some ways you handle stress? List five things you do 
to relieve stress. 
 
4. Community Resources 

Teens who come from poor families with lots of stress need to find support to help them stay in 
school.  List five resources in your community you could use to get the support you need. 

If you can’t name five resources, where could you find out what resources exist in your community—
resources such as private social service agencies, government agencies, church/synagogue/mosques, 
etc? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



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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