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Reviews You Can Use

The Ambitious Generation: America’s Teenagers, Motivated but Directionless
by Barbara Schneider and David Stevenson. New Haven: Yale University Press. 1999

This is a book for any teacher, counselor, or parent who has ever had to deal with a teenager whose dreams just don’t seem to connect to reality—the kid who barely earns passing grades but plans on a high-flying business career, the kid who wants to be a movie star but never signs up for a drama class. As the authors point out, we seem to have a whole generation of these “motivated but directionless” teenagers. Why do so many teens have such unrealistic ideas about their future? How can we help them pull it all together?

The research

Schneider and Stevenson analyzed data from the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation’s extensive, long-term study of American adolescents in 20 middle schools and 13 high schools nationwide. They present some extremely complex data in a remarkably readable fashion, centering around comparative case studies. The statistical material is clear and understandable, with minimal social-science jargon.

Their findings are a little surprising. Adolescents today have extraordinarily high ambitions about education and careers. In the 1990’s, more than 90% of high school seniors expected to attend college and more than 70% expected to work in professional jobs.

This generation as a whole may have set its sights too high. Why? For starters, there just aren’t that many professional positions available. Another problem—of grave concern for parents and teachers—is that even the individual teenager with realistic goals often has no coherent plan for how to reach them.

Misaligned ambitions

Teenagers with what Schneider and Stevenson call “aligned ambitions” have educational plans that are consistent with their career plans. These students have realistic goals and are taking realistic steps to reach them. They choose classes carefully, they learn what skills they will need, they get relevant work experience. Unfortunately, these students are in the minority.

Far more common are the misaligned ambitions of what the authors call the “drifting dreamers.” Far too many teens have big ideas about what they want to be and do, but no clear understanding of what it will take to get there and no clear plans for turning dreams into realities.

The misalignment can take several shapes. For one, many students seem to base their career ambitions on popular culture, with no sense of the real demand for these occupations. The number of adolescents aspiring to become lawyers and judges is five times the projected number needed; the number hoping to become entertainers and athletes is even farther out of balance. (pp. 77-78).

Teenagers also typically have little real knowledge about the preparation that various careers require, so that they underestimate or overestimate the training and education they would need. Overestimating is much more common than underestimating. That is, most students understand that stopping with a high school diploma is a dead-end in today’s labor mar​ket. But most go on to assume that all “good” jobs will require a four-year diploma. They therefore plan to go to college whether or not a BA/BS is actually necessary for the path they have chosen.

Parents & schools can help or hinder

What are the roots of these misaligned ambitions? Sex, economic status, and race and ethnicity do not play any significant role. Schneider and Stevenson found that school counseling and family involve​ment are the most influential factors.

The authors describe three high schools’ approaches to preparing students for the world of work, noting different emphasis given to high school course selection, career counseling, and direction and sup​port in the college application process. The schools that put the most value on getting into high-ranking colleges may in fact be contributing to misaligned ambitions among their students. 

Parents also contribute to (mis)aligned ambitions. Many families aren’t able to help teens make good choices for college or other post-high-school training. On the other hand, many parents have high educational expectations for their children and are willing to spend a great deal of money and effort on college—but often without making any meaningful connection between the college credentials and their children’s future life and work opportunities.

Even involved and knowledgeable parents can feed misalignments. Consider the case of Paul Cheng, whose parents urge him to become a doctor. (p. 87) They counsel him about choosing and doing well in his courses and distancing himself from “the wrong sort of friends.” Paul is staying focused, taking the right classes at a competitive high school, working part-time in a hospital—in short, his actions are perfectly aligned with his stated goals. There’s just one problem: he doesn’t feel any sense of “calling” to be a doctor, so we can’t be sure that he will carry out his plans. Schneider and Stevenson did not factor “intrinsic motivation”—that is, the teenager’s passion and commitment—into their research, but many other sources show us that it’s that sense of “calling” that really drives kids to persist in reaching career goals.

Community & technical colleges

Schneider and Stevenson have some disturbing news about community and technical colleges. The research shows that students with poorly-aligned ambitions who enroll in community and technical colleges are not very likely to complete a four-year college degree and go on to the careers they had planned—instead, they are more likely to drift in and out of school and then settle for something else. The authors find that it is “extraordinarily difficult for community … colleges to successfully channel students’ ambitions into coherent educational plans.” (p. 220) This message might be distressing for some. Aren’t community and technical colleges supposed to be the affordable alternative? Aren’t they the best hope for low-income, first-in-their-family college students?

Rather than discount 20 years of research, we need to remember that it’s the students with misaligned ambitions who are most likely to drift, change directions, and disappear this way. Students with aligned ambitions can in fact use the community and technical college opportunity very successfully to lead into four-year degrees, careers, and happy, successful lives—I know, because two of my own children have taken that path. Our goal should be to help students align their ambitions before starting any college, be it two- or four-year.

Conclusion

As the authors point out again and again, the cost of misaligned ambition is very high in terms of time and energy wasted, money spent, and confidence lost. As individuals and as a society, we just can’t afford it. So get this book, and take it to heart! We owe it to our teenagers—our children, or students—to help them align their dreams and their plans so that they can become successful, happy adults.
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