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ENDNOTES

Large gender differentials in attitudes and engagement are not new. In the 1990 survey, students
were asked how frequently you “Tried to do your best work.” Only 53 percent of males said ‘often’
or ‘always’ compared to 70 percent of females in 2000. Thirty—six percent of males said they ‘often
or always” “Fool around in class”; only 20.8 percent of females. Sixteen and a half percent of males
said they ‘often or always’ “Fail to complete/hand in assignments™; only 6.8 percent of females.
(NCES, Condition of Education, Indicator 18, data from Monitoring the Future)

During the fall of 1997 seven interviewers were hired to collect data for a study of high school peer
cultures in eight high performing suburban New York State high schools. The team met frequently
during the fall to develop a protocol for the open-ended interviews and a paper and pencil questionnaire
that respondents completed just prior to their personal interview. The interviewers were trained in
interviewing techniques and used a tape recorder during the interview. We approached high
performing high schools that were a short drive from the suburban residences of the Cornell students
conducting the interviews during the winter break. Respondents were selected and parental
permissions were handled by the cooperating high school. One hundred and thirty-five tenth graders
were interviewed (most of them female) during January 1998. The following semester all but one of
the interviewers took a seminar exploring qualitative research methodologies and read articles and
books discussing student peer culture. The students then wrote an “ethnography’ of the school they
had studied. Student ethnographies were shared with the principal of the high school studied. A second
wave of personal interviewing was undertaken with a convenience sample of male students attending
Ithaca area middle schools and high schools.

The Educational Excellence Alliance is a consortium of schools and school districts that are
interested in learning how to more effectively help all their middle and high school students to
achieve at higher levels and to respect individual differences. The Alliance offers its members a
convenient means of assessing and diagnosing their student peer cultures in a way that allows them to
compare themselves to other similar schools and to track changes over time. During the 1998-99
school year, 134 schools in New York, Massachusetts, Connecticut, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania
undertook a standardized assessment of the culture of their 10™ graders and were sent reports
comparing their students’ responses to the responses at other comparable schools. The questionnaire
was revised in January 2000 and another 170+ schools (nearly half of them middle schools) have
participated since then. Many of the schools participating in this second wave of data collection are
located outside of the Northeast. The reports sent back to each school point out areas of concern and
have suggested reading materials that might be helpful in planning interventions designed to build a
student culture that honors academic achievement and respects individual differences.

Since our interviews and surveys were conducted in public schools serving racially integrated or
predominantly white upper-middle class suburbs, small cities and rural areas, findings should not be
extrapolated to central city high schools serving predominantly disadvantaged neighborhoods. .

Employing evolutionary game theory, Bendor and Swistak (2001) have shown that social norms
enforcing cooperation in prisoner’s dilemma games have a very robust ability to repel invasions by
non cooperating intruders only when third parties (not just the victim of non-cooperation) are
obligated to impose sanctions on deviant actors.

The variables describing educational program were Special Education, Bilingual, School-to-Work,
gifted and blue-collar vocational. The special activity variables were Band, English as a 2™ language
and tutored other students. The course rigor variables were currently taking an AP course, currently
taking one or more honors courses, Number of AP and honors courses being taken, number of
accelerated courses taken in middle school.

Note that adding the variables measuring pro/anti-engagement attitudes and behaviors to the
baseline model has similar effects on coefficients on the four demographic variables in the top panel
of Table 1. Our pro/anti-engagement indicators explain 66 percent of the effect of hooks in the
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home and about half of the effect of parent s schooling, personal computer at home and being from
a single parent family.

The estimates of the contribution of a particular variable to the total gender differential are an
accounting exercise, not results from structural models of the determinants of grade-point average.
Measurement error, omitted variables, selection bias and possible reverse causation mean that it
would be quite hazardous to treat the coefficients in Table 1 as unbiased estimates of the structural
model of GPA. That is why we use phrases like ‘account for,” “apparently’, and ‘appear to.”

Academic and peer status are highly aligned in elementary classrooms but not in middle school
classrooms (Cohen and Lotan 1997a, 1997b; Lloyd and Cohen 1999; Chiu 2000 )

Harassment is hard to define because insulting words are a pervasive part of peer interactions even
among close friends where there is no intention to humiliate. Students told us that conversations
with close friends are often sprinkled with insulting words. Insults intended to hurt and humiliate are
different, they said, coming from kids outside their group or said in a different tone of voice or
picking on a real (not fanciful) feature of the victim’s persona. This makes it difficult though not
impossible to define and enforce a prohibition against peer harassment.

A number of recent studies have shown that non-random sorting of students into schools and
classrooms is not the sole explanation of peer effects on learning (see Ammermueller and Pischke,
2006, Angrist and Lang 2002, Arcidiacono et al 2004, Betts and Zau 2003, Boozer and Cacciola
2001, , Hanushek, Kain and Rivkin 2002, Hoxby 2000, Sacerdote 2000, Uribe, Murnane and Willett
2003, Vigdor and Nechyba 2004, Wilms and Somers 2001, Zimmerman 1998). The causal peer
effects found by these studies imply that an increase in everyone’s engagement is likely to boost
learning more than an equivalent increase in ones own engagement.

Figlio’s (2003) study of the effect of disruptive children on peers is particularly persuasive. He
shows that boys with feminine sounding names are much more likely to become disruptive during
middle school. He then measures the effect of disruptive students on annual learning gains of
classmates in longitudinal data from a large Florida school district. Using the number of boys with
feminine names in a classroom as an instrument for disruptive students, he concluded that “Adding
one more disruptive child to the classroom...lead to 2.7 to 4.0 national percentiles lower mathematics
performance and 2.9 to 3.3 percentage points increased likelihood that peers will be suspended at

least once for five or more days.”

In California, Florida and Texas, students with high school class rank above a fixed statewide cutoff
are guaranteed admission to at least one (or in the case of Texas any) state university without regard
to SAT, ACT scores or the rigor of the high school curriculum. This policy pits those near the
statewide cutoff for their school into direct competition with each other.

The dependent variable is the arithmetic sum of the number of incidents of harassment (not the log
of the number of incidents or some other non-linear function of the count of incidents) because the

utility function (eq. 9 above) specified a linear relationship. A couple of incidents per year are not

consequential. Daily or weekly harassment will have much bigger effects on well being, so we are
primarily interested in the prediction of frequent harassment.

The self-reported academic ability index is derived from two questions. The first is “How quickly do
you learn things?” with a ten category response set running from “Slower than most,” through
Average’ up to ‘Faster than anybody else.” The second question was: “About what % of the time. ..
do you completely understand the teacher’s lesson?” Possible responses were: “10% or less; 11% to
35%; about half the time; 65% to 89%:; and 90% or more.” Both variables were deviated from the
integer value nearest the 30" percentile. The quickly learn variable was divided by 1.8 to make it’s
standard deviation close to the SD of the ‘completely understand variable and then added. GPA



49

question was: “What was your grade point average last term?” with responses running from A, A-,
B+, down to D+, D, D-/F.
® We checked the sensitivity of our findings to this decision by estimating a model including an index
of the student’s self esteem. Students with high self esteem were significantly less likely to be
regularly harassed. Adding this variable, however, reduced the coefficients on the square terms of the
classroom engagement and pro-learning attitudes indices only slightly so our findings regarding the
concavity of the relationship between engagement and harassment is unaffected.

"7 “Time spent watching TV, playing video games and listening to music alone or with family” is
endogenous. When we dropped it from the model, however, coefficients on attitude and engagement
variables changed very little.

'8  The What Works character education report is at http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwe/pdf/CE_TR_06_04_07.pdf

Positive Action’s website is (http://positive action.net/google/character education/)

' In 1980 seventy-five percent of the 10™ graders in the bottom quartile on achievement tests said they
planned to attend college. National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics,
1993, p. 137.

2% Twelve years later in 1992 only 3.3 percent of students in the bottom quartile on a battery of

achievement tests taken in 12" grade had actually obtained a Bachelors degree and only 4.1 percent had
gotten an Associates degree. Students in the top quartile were 20 times more likely to get a Bachelors
degree. National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics, 1998 p. 329. When
this information is presented to students, it should be stressed that college completion rates are
influenced by absolute achievement levels not ones class rank and that poor achievement in the early
years of secondary school can be overcome by hard work in the upper grades.

21 Making college attendance and completion a part of a school’s ethos need not marginalize applied
technical education. Many of the jobs that used to be filled by young high school graduates, now
require a strong background in writing, math and science and a longer period of occupationally
specific training. This training is now being done partly in high school and partly in community
college. Consequently, vocational teachers should present their program as the occupational
equivalent of Advanced Placement courses in academic subjects. Those who graduate with three or
four courses occupational courses earn substantially more and are better able to support themselves
while attending college. At the end of 10™ grade, students with low academic achievement levels
should be required to develop a backup plan that involves training for immediate employment after
high school.

2 James Coleman, The Adolescent Socicty, New York, Free Press, 1961, p 309.

3 Other ways of broadening participation would be to include scores on subject matter tests taken by

students in a particular course (eg. 3" year French) or in the whole school (eg. the state’s 7 grade
science test). As in sports, fair competition can be ensured by placing small schools and schools
serving disadvantaged populations in separate leagues. While cable TV broadcasts of High School
Bowl-like contests can be a component of the program, most of the points obtained by a school's team
should come from assessments of the performance of the entire team on authentic tasks like writing an
essay, giving a speech, determining the chemical composition of a compound, working out long
mathematics problems, writing a computer program, or fixing a car.
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