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Teenagers in North America most unrealistic in western world about getting degrees, research says
Teenagers in North America are the most unrealistic in the western world about their chances of getting a degree, the British Sociological Association’s annual conference in Leeds, UK, heard today [Wednesday 11 April].

Dr John Jerrim, of the Institute of Education, University of London, analysed data on 15-year-olds in 25 industrialised countries and found that the percentage gap between those expecting to get a bachelor’s degree and the actual graduation figure was largest in the US and Canada.

In the US 64% of 15-year-olds thought they would get a degree, but statistics showed the proportion of the population obtaining degrees was 35%. For Canada the figures were 62% and 30% respectively. In most other countries the gap was around 5% - an average of 45% to 40% - and in Scandinavian countries, England, Germany and New Zealand, graduation rates were above the rate of teenagers’ expectations.
Dr Jerrim found that unrealistic expectations of obtaining a degree in the US and Canada was particularly notable among low-achieving school students. In the US, 44% of students who were placed in the lowest quarter in performance tests expected to obtain a bachelor’s degree. This compared with less than 15% in most of the other countries considered. 

The US was also unusual in that there was a smaller difference in expectations of getting a degree between 15-year-olds from professional families and those from a working-class background. The data showed that 49% of children from working-class families expected to obtain a degree, against 73% for those from professional backgrounds, a difference of 24 percentage points. The proportions on average were around 35% and 70% in the rest of the world.
“The vast majority of young Americans now expect to complete higher education,” Dr Jerrim told the conference. “Yet some American sociologists have begun to question the conventional wisdom – is this high level of expectation necessarily a good thing? 

“They have argued that American teenagers may have become detached from reality – that their expectations have become unrealistic. Some are now beginning to question what effect this may have on disadvantaged children’s motivation at school and their psychological and emotional health, along with their later labour market success.

“Worryingly, the US has a particularly large number of vulnerable children - low achievers from working-class backgrounds - who believe that they will obtain a bachelor degree. This group are amongst the most at risk of holding expectations that are not later met, and thus the negative consequences that this may entail. 

“This should concern policymakers, as it may mean that a particularly large number of disillusioned youth emerge in the United States who have been unable to fulfil their ambitious educational goals.”

Dr Jerrim analysed data on 218,000 15-year-olds in 25 countries, taken as part of the Programme for International Assessment data-gathering.
He said his research did not examine why North America was unusual, but pointed out that in the US, “numerous initiatives have encouraged disadvantaged children to hold high expectations for the future, including the ‘Gear-up’ and ‘I have a dream’ programmes.”
He said the US was a country with a population of diverse ethnic groups, and such groups were known to hold high expectations for the future, but these were not always achieved. Also, there had been changes in the US educational system which might produce over-confidence about getting a degree. 
“Government policy has explicitly encouraged more and more young people to consider college over this period, with a bachelor degree, or higher, being constantly promoted as the path to a good job and long-run labour market success.

“Such active promotion of college may not be so extensive in other countries, which could plausibly lead the US to stand out from the crowd.” 
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Notes
 

1. The British Sociological Association is holding its 61st annual conference in 2012 at the University of Leeds. Around 600 social scientists are giving presentations from April 11 to 13. 

 

2. The British Sociological Association’s mission is to represent the intellectual and sociological interests of its members. The BSA is a Company Limited by Guarantee. Registered in England and Wales. Company Number: 3890729. Registered Charity Number 1080235 
