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In an era when education is supposed to be a means for good jobs and linked to extrinsic
values such as fame and money, students are losing interest in school education. The
goal of this research is to see if there is any correlation between the students’ views
of school worthiness and schoolwork, and demographic variables. Our hypothesis is
that several key demographics involving diversity, income, and education will affect how
students view school and its importance. Results show that there is no correlation
between the demographic variables we analyzed and the student perception of school
worthiness.
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INTRODUCTION

iGen is the generation of citizens born in the era of the Internet. iGen’rs are born in the technology
age with large amounts of information available at their fingertips and through touch screens
(Twenge, 2017). This generation is introduced to information through a digital path, unlike prior
generations that relied on printed materials. Students from this generation expect that in a fully
immersive learning environment in the classroom they should be able to seamlessly connect
academic experiences to personal experiences (Oblinger et al.,, 2005). They prefer learning that
allows them to be fully engaged and to be part of the learning process themselves. Digital resources
allows iGen’rs to learn through experiential learning and their expectation in a classroom setting is
one that allows collaboration and discussions to occur freely using digital learning tools (Oblinger
et al., 2005). Unfortunately, the learning environment in many schools does not take this into
consideration. This has led to an increasing disconnection between student expectations and
learning environment within the classrooms, contributing to students losing interest in education
(Shernoff et al.,, 2014; Twenge, 2017). An increased focus on assessment outcomes has resulted
in teachers teaching for tests and encouraging memorization of facts, which only compounds the
problem (Ness et al., 2016). In addition, society instills in students that education should lead to
good jobs. As a result, many students have goals focusing on career, money, fame, etc. (Twenge
etal., 2012). If the education system does not help connect the curiosity of students to their career
goals with technological advances, students will feel that school and education are not worthwhile.

Demographic variables have been shown in research to have a strong correlation with student
success (VanderStel, 2014). Okapala (2002) showed that the socioeconomic status of students is
an important predictor of achievement. Students from low socioeconomic backgrounds struggled
to achieve in class. Research indicates that students from low socioeconomic households and
communities develop academic skills at a slower pace than students from higher socioeconomic
groups (Morgan et al., 2009). The school systems in low socioeconomic communities are often
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under resourced, negatively affecting students’ academic progress
and outcomes (Aikens and Barbarin, 2008). Hodgkinson and
Goldberg (2000) found that one can predict 45% of the national
assessment scores independent of our knowledge of their race,
indicating socioeconomic status is twice as predictive of academic
achievement than race. Parent’s level of education also has a
critical influence on achievement of students in the classroom.
It has been found that students achieve better scores when
their parents have a post-high school education (Okapala,
2002). Dubow et al. (2009) provided statistical evidence of
the importance of parental education on student success and
how parent education affects late adolescent achievement and
achievement-related aspirations. Race as a variable has also
shown to play an important role in student success. A large body
of literature exists documenting race as a significant factor in
predicting the test scores amongst students (Fryer and Levitt,
2004; Clotfelter and Ladd, 2009; Penney, 2017; Reeves and
Halikias, 2017). Studies have shown that students from African-
American and Latino backgrounds receive significantly lower
test scores than Caucasian students (Flores, 2007; Reeves and
Halikias, 2017). However, not all minorities suffer from test score
deficiencies relative to white students. In fact, being of Asian
descent is correlated with higher test scores than whites (Krueger,
1999; Weili and Lehrer, 2010). Researchers have found numerous
reasons behind the impact of race on student success. These
includes lack of investment in child education, differences in
family social structure, persistent cultural effects, and race-based
differences in expectations (Wiggan, 2007; VanderStel, 2014).

Despite the plethora of literature on finding the correlation
between demographic variables and student success, no
data exists relating the relationship between any of the
demographic variables and student perception of school
worthiness, particularly for the students belonging to iGen.
School worthiness is defined as the importance of school in the
lives of students in preparing them academically. The goal of this
research project is to evaluate the students’” perception of school
worthiness across middle and high school grades and investigate
if there is any correlation between demographic variables and
student perception of school. We test the hypothesis that if the
students are enrolled in school from counties with low median
household incomes, low level of parent education, and a higher
percentage of racial diversity, then their positive perception of
school worthiness will be lower.

METHODOLOGY

Retrospective published data was used in this study. The
Pennsylvania Youth Survey (PAYS) data files for the years 2013
and 2015 were downloaded for each of the participating counties
from the Pennsylvania Commission on Crime and Delinquency
website (www.pccd.pa.gov). From the reports, survey results for
2011, 2013 and 2015 were obtained. Data is not available for
surveys prior to 2011. The PAYS survey has two questions that
are directly linked to student perception of school worthiness.
The questions are (i) How important do you think the things
you are learning in school are going to be for your later life?

and (i) How often do you feel that the school work you are
assigned is meaningful and important? Data was recorded for
6, 8, 10, and 12th grade. The mean values of 2011, 2013, and
2015 were used for analysis at each grade level. Census data for
each county were obtained from the United States Census Bureau
(https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/). For each county, the PAYS
data was arranged by grades in the Excel® file followed by the
census data. Pearson correlation analysis was performed using
the data analysis tools available in Excel®. The raw data file is
provided in the supporting table (Table S1).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The Pennsylvania Youth Survey (PAYS) is an anonymous,
voluntary and confidential student survey administered in odd-
numbered years to youth in 6, 8, 10, and 12th grades in
participating schools throughout the state. The self-reporting
survey includes questions related to attitudes, knowledge,
behaviors, and experiences. PAYS is administered to both public
and private schools across the state. Executive summary reports
from the state suggests that in 2011, 16,899 valid responses
were analyzed for the report (Pennsylvania Youth Survey Report,
2011). In 2013 and 2015, the numbers were over 200,000 each
time (Pennsylvania Youth Survey Report, 2013, 2015). In the
current study, we use the mean of the 3 years for analysis and
thus the data is based on the valid survey responses of over 430,00
students evenly distributed across the state. For all 3 years, there
were nearly an equal number of males and females who took the
survey. The two questions in the survey that reflect the student’s
perception of school worthiness are: feel school is important for
their later life, and feel assigned schoolwork is meaningful and
important.

As shown in Table1, in 6th grade, an average of 35% of
students feel that school is not important for their later life (~1:3
students). The number increases steadily across the grades, and
by 12th grade an average of 63% of students feel that school
is not important for their later life (~3:5 students). Similarly,
49% of students in 6th grade feel that assigned schoolwork is
not meaningful and important (~1:2 students). As the grades
increases, the number of students feeling the schoolwork is
meaningful and important decreases. By 12th grade, 78% of
students feel that assigned schoolwork is not meaningful and
important (~3:4 students). Looking at the maximum values in
Table 1, one can see that even in the county with maximum
values, <3 out of 5 students in 12th grade feel that school is
important and only 1/3rd of students in 12th grade feel the
assigned schoolwork is meaningful and important. In contrast,
there are counties where approximately 7 out of every 8
students in 12th grade feel that assigned school work is not
important.

Table 2 provides the Pearson correlation matrix between the
census variables selected for analysis as independent variables
and the two PAYS survey questions at individual grade levels.
There are seven racial diversity related variables in the census
data. These variables account for the percentage of the population
from different racial backgrounds including African American,
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TABLE 1 | Table showing the minimum, maximum, and mean values with standard deviation, for each of the questions in the PAYS survey and each grade for the state of

Pennsylvania as a whole.

Min Max Mean Standard deviation
6 8 10 12 6 8 10 12 6 8 10 12 6 8 10 12
Feel school is important for their 399 273 245 210 871 754 587 550 638 512 411 368 94 82 6.6 6.1
later life
Feel assigned schoolwork is 322 206 152 119 700 508 370 350 503 359 260 218 72 58 41 4.0

meaningful and important

Asian, Hispanic, and mixed races (Table2). The percentage
of foreign born persons is a variable reflecting a combination
of racial and cultural diversity (Table2). Each of these eight
census data variables linked to diversity show no correlation
against the two PAYS questions studied, with p-values ranging
from —0.29 and 0.25. Similarly, no correlation was observed
between the students’ attitude toward school and assigned
schoolwork with the two census data variables related to level
of education (percentage of population who are high school
graduates or higher and percentage of population having a
bachelor’s degree or higher). As seen in Table 2, results also show
no correlation between the students’ attitude toward school and
the three variables related to income (median household income,
per capita income, and percentage of population in poverty).
However, when the two questions are analyzed against each
other, results indicate that there is a very strong correlation.
The correlation coefficients suggest a strong positive correlation
between how students feel about school and its importance for
their later life and their perception of assigned schoolwork being
meaningful and important (r > 0.8).

Results from the study indicate that our stated hypothesis was
false. Analysis of the data from the state of Pennsylvania suggests
that diversity within the community, socioeconomic level, or
education level are not associated with student perception of
school worthiness. Students from all backgrounds can have a
negative perception of school worthiness and the perception is
prevalent across middle and high school grades.

Further studies need to be conducted to confirm if the
conclusion holds true across the country. Similarly, validation
studies correlating student perception of school worthiness and
their individual demographic variables need to be performed to
further verify our conclusion. The current study utilizes census
data as indicators of student demographic variables.

Nevertheless, the data indicates that it is imperative upon
policy makers, school administration, and teachers to investigate
how to change the prevalent negative perception about school
worthiness amongst students. Results are a clarion call from the
students that the current system is not meaningful or important
to them. There seems to be a large disconnection between
their expectations of learning and our deliverables. Students’
expectations range from an interactive educational environment
in the classroom where ideas and discussion happen between the
students and interaction between students and teachers. While
the reasons for such disconnection could vary amongst different
groups of students, one of the common reasons amongst iGen

is the use of technology in the schools (Levin and Arafeh, 2002;
Twenge, 2017). In a survey conducted by the Pew Internet
& American Life Project, students reported that there is a
substantial disconnection between how they use the technology
and internet for the school and how they use it during the school
day and under the teacher’s direction (Levin and Arafeh, 2002).
Rau et al. (2008) showed that when instructors use technology
for communication with students, student learning motivation,
pressure, and performance were improved. Similarly, Lan et al.
(2007) illustrated the use of mobile technology increasing
reading motivation and collaboration amongst elementary school
students. While these are only few examples, it is evident that
incorporation of technology into the classroom increases student
satisfaction and performance.

In an era when success and failure of schools and
teachers are determined in large part by assessment scores,
the freedom to adopt changes at a macro level that would
yield sustainable positive change in student perception may be
limited. Nevertheless, school administrators and policy makers
must analyze resource allocation, flexible scheduling, criteria
for academic success, and dependency between student learning
outcomes and teaching effectiveness.

The most realistic chance for changing the negative perception
amongst students lies in the hands of classroom teachers.
Those who have taught in schools for generations can
attest that baby boomers learned in a formal and structured
environment. Students from Gen-X studied through group work
in an interactive learning process. Millennials studied using
multisensory approaches and within collaborative environments.
Teaching iGen would require us to realize that apart from
increasing the use of meaningful technology in the classroom to
engage the students, we need to start focusing on teaching skills
rather than content. Content is easily accessible to the students
at all times. Devoting instruction time on teaching students soft
and hard skills required for success in the future would be more
beneficial to these students (Alcock et al., 2017). Such instruction
may motivate the students and make them aware of their own
actions and choices. Teachers need to integrate opportunities
for iGen students to demonstrate their knowledge in methods
beyond traditional forms such as quizzes and tests. Teachers also
need to be more mindful of the homework they are assigning
to the students. Studies have shown that if teachers manage to
not repeat the homework type, not overburden the students with
too much work, show a sense of respect to all the students’
backgrounds, and establish a homework system, students will
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indeed learn to appreciate homework, school, and education
(Paulu and Darby, 1998; Galloway et al., 2013).

It is not clear from this study if the transition to middle school
is a variable in low school worthiness for 6th grade students, or
if they have started losing interest in education from elementary
school. More research needs to be conducted to identify the
grade level in which students start to lose interest in education.
Regardless, this study suggests that the attempts to motivate
the students and ignite the yearning for education should be
concentrated at elementary and middle school level.

In conclusion, the study suggests that students from 6th grade
and above have a negative perception of school worthiness and
such a perception is ubiquitous across the student population.
There is no relationship between demographic factors and the
negative student perception. It would require a philosophical and
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