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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

As one of the world's richest, most developed and
powerful nations we claim to be a society devoted‘to its
young. We boast of free public education, Head Start
programs for the disadvantaged, special éducation programs,
and yet the number of American adolescents with emotional
and mental ﬁroblems continues to grow. (17:1).

The 1930 White House Conference on Child Health and
Protection (17:5) estimated there were, at that time, at
least 2,500,000 children with well-marked behavioral
difficulties, including the more serious mental and nervous
disorders.

The National Institute of Mental Health (17:5)
estimates that 1,400,000 children under the age of 18
needed psychiatric care in 1966. The Clinical Committee of
the Joint Commission on Mental Health of Children (17:6)
reports the admission of teenagers to the state hospitals
has risen 150 percent in the last decade.

The schools of our nation have taken on the great
responsibility of the education of its youth; however,
developing intellectual and vocational skills should not be
their only concern. Considering the vast part of a child's

life that is spent in school, it is easy to see the
1



potential influence the school has upon the child's total
development. School, with its structure for learning and
its housing of the peer group, is second only to the family
as an avenue through which the adolescent's search for
identity occurs. (18:264).

Today this identity search has become an even
greater task than in the past. Thornburg (21:3) points out
that today's adolescents are no different from those of
past generations: the differences lie within our society.
Sources agree that today's adolescents are under more of a
strain and experience more stress than past generations
because of vast technology, rapid social change, affluence,
unrest and violence. Thus the generation gap caused by a
changing society is widened; adolescents become confused
and react by showing dissatisfaction with the adult culture,
some may alienate themselves, others may become activists
in their attempt to strike out at the establishment. This
type of behavior, in some degrees, is common to the normal
or average adolescent. Josselyn (17:372) states:

There is no symptom of the disturbed adolescent that
does not one way or another fit into the category of
normal adolescence. It is the degree, the crippling,
and the unchangeableness of the symptoms that should be
the criteria for evaluating whether the individual's
behavior is that of a normal adolescent or an indicator
that something, at least potentially, is going awry.
(17:372).

As previously indicated, many adolescents go through

this period of their lives experiencing only the normal



growing pains, others however, encounter problems and
conflicts that for one reason or another they are unable

to cope with. Unfortunately, some schools today may not

be doing much to contribute to the mental upset of the
adolescent student. It is this point, the influence of the
school atmosphere on adolescent mental health, thét is the

concern of-this report.
STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Thié study was undertaken to examine the influence
of the school atmosphere on adolescent mental health in
relation to self-destructive behavior. More specifically,
the purposes of this study were: 1) to stress that the
school should not be solely responsible fér prevention of
self-destructive behavior, but that the school atmosphere
does have a potential influence on sound mental health
development of adolescents; 2) to present evidence that
the schools may be contributing to the occurrence of
adolescent self-destructive behavior; and 3) to offer
suggestions for creating a schocl atmosphere conducive to
sound mental health and the prevention of adolescent self-

destructive behavior.
DEFINITION OF TERMS

Adolescence

For the purpose of this report, the term adolescence



is defined in a social-psychological sense referring to the
undefined period during which a growing person, in search
‘of a new identity, makes the transition between childhood

and adulthood.

Self-Destructive Behavior

Any behavior that is performed as the result of
emotional 6r mental stress that has detrimental affects,
mentally, physically or socially, on the well being of the
individual involved. Those self-destructive behavior forms
considered here are school drop-outs, juvenile delinquency,

drug abuse, and suicide.
DELIMITATIONS

The scope of this study was restricted to an
investigation of the influence of the school atmosphere on
adolescent mental health in relation to self-destructive
behavior. An investigation of the entire scope of adolescent
mental health was neither implied nor intended. A further
delimitation was made in considering only those self-
destructive behavior forms known as school drop-outs,

juvenile delinquency, drug abuse, and suicide.
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

This study should enable administrators and teachers

to understand the impact they have on adolescent mental



health and what they can do to help prevent adolescent
self-destructive behavior. It is hoped that through this
report the role of the school in preventing self-destructive
behavior will be brought to light and that educators will
accept this challenge with a deeper self-confidence and

concern for the adolescent student.

DIRECTION OF THE REPORT

The material in the second chapter of this study was
presented in a manner giving emphasis to the influence of
the school atmosphere on adolescent mental health in relation
to self-destructive behavior. A discussion of the potential
school influence on sound adolescent mental health was
presented as the first part of the research data. The
reasoning for this was to stress that sole responsibility
for development of sound mental health in adolescents should
not be placed on the school, but that it should be a concern
of top priority.

Each form of self-destructive behavior was presented
separately in an effort to clearly illustrate the relation-
ship between that type of behavior and the school's influence.
A presentation of the evidence that schools may be contrib-
uting to the occurrence of adolescent self-destructive
behavior was presented in order to illustrate that although
most schools are concerned with the mental health of

students, they may in reality be influencing self-destructive



behavior. Suggestions for school prevention of adolescent
self-destructive behavior were given in conclusion to each
‘behavior form discussed in order to contribute to a more
organized format of reference. Student feelings were
presented as the last part of the investigation to further
emphasize the significant influence of the school atmosphere
on adolescent mental health and to summarize the general
feelings of all sources cited. The final chapter includes

a section of summary and discussion, and a final section

presenting the conclusions of the study.



Chapter 2
RESEARCH DATA

The material presented here on adolescent self-
destructive behavioral forms is not an attempt to‘relate in
dépth each form of behavior, but to: 1) point out the
potential influence of the school atmospﬁere on sound
mental health; 2) to present evidence of how the schools
may be con{ributing to adolescent self-destructive behavior;
and 3) most important, considerations for school action
that may help prevent such behavior. In some cases
considerations will be given to specific groups that make
up the total school system, and others will be made

regarding the school as a whole.
POTENTIAL INFLUENCE

Adolescence is an ambivalent period full of stresses
and strains. On the one hand the child looks back to the
securities of earlier childhood. On the other hand, he
reaches for the maturity of adulthood. The search for self
begun in early childhood reaches a climax in the identity
crisis of the teen years. The profound body changes
associated with sexual development cause changes in body

image and resulting tensions in maturing boys and girls.
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Individual variance is great in response to these tensions,
depending upon the resources that have been provided for
them in their earlier developmental years. In American
society, adolescent children continue to have problems in
a rigid school system which is insensitive to their needs.
A school atmosphere that is conscious of these individual
variances can act as a positive influence in helping the
adolescent adjust to the tension and stress associated
with the identity crisis. (24:399).

The'following thoughts of The Joint Commission on
Mental Health of Children (18:128) summarize most effectively
the potential influence of the school on mental health:

One outcome of the advances made in our knowledge
of human behavior has been our awareness of the
inextricable interaction between cognitive and affective
realms of human functioning. In school terms, this
means it is no longer feasible to separate the growth
of cognitive functions, the use of the symbol systems,
reasoning, judging and problem solving, acquiring and
ordering information; from the growth of other
developmental processes, such as self-feeling and
identity, potential for relating to people, and autonomy
and creativity, commonly regarded as personality
development. These are interdependent developmental
processes, all relevant to the broad concept of mental
health. The classroom is just as much a psychological
climate, which may be described in terms of expectations,
sanctions, and codes for personal-social interchanges,
as it is a medium for the specific tasks of learning,
describable as to teaching methods, equipment and assess-
ment. In terms of the investment of time and energy
alone, school is a significant 1life environment for the
child that will have a differential impact on his
evolving self-esteem. In the middle years, it has
special relevance with respect to trust in the world
outside the family and on the psychological positioning
of the self in the larger community. (18:128).

This is not to say that the school should be charged



with full responsibility of insuring proper adolescent
mental growth, but to say that the school is one of the
most important institutions influencing such development.
The child or adolescent does not view school as a trans-—
itory period of his life, to him it is life. For the
student much of what he knows of life and himself is
bounded by. the experiences of the schoocl. If other seg—
ments of his life are not creating conflicts for him, the
school has the opportunity to contribute greatly to helping
the child reach his potential and to discover what he can
be. If outside factors are creating conflicts for the
adolescent, it is possible that positive school experiences
will make coping with such problems easier. The critical
point in making this possibility a reality lies in the

atmosphere of the school.
JUVENILE DELINQUENCY AND SCHOOL DROP--QUTS

Evidence

For the purpose of this report, juvenile delinquency
and school drop-outs will be discussed as they relate to
and affect one another. Schreiber (20:30) supports this
relationship in reporting that the rate of delinquency
amoné drop-outs is at least ten times higher than that of
students who remain in school through graduation. For

adolescents from slum sections of large cities the incidence

of these two situations is even greater (20:31). The
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Joint Commission on Mental Health of Children (17:45)

relates that:
Too often the child of poverty becomes the

'functional illiterate' in our impoverished classrooms.
By the time of his adolescence, school and home lose
their influence; idleness and unemployment become a
way of life. With so few opportunities open to these
youths, unemployment is correlated with high rates of
delinquency and anti-social activities. Arrest records
almost assure continuing unemployment. (17:45).

Senna, Rathus and Siegel (19:481-94) in a study to
investigate the relations between school performance and
delinquency suggest that at least one contributor to de-
linquency is the negative interaction of certain youth with

teachers and school officials.

Youth who have not acquired adequate socialization
skills in the home environment, or who choose not to
conform with the expectations that are a part of the
academic setting, soon become labeled 'trouble-
makers.' As a result of continued suspiciousness and
negative attitudes of school personnel, they become
gradually committed to the delinquent subculture and a
vicious cycle begins. (18:482).

Cohen (2:482) found that adolescent boys from the
lower class form gangs in order to deal with the frustration
that results from their failure to gain status in the
typically middle class American school. Hirschi (7:482)
linked academic failure to rejection of authority and to
the commission of delinquent acts. Toby (23:482) found
that those who are academically successful are less likely
to engage in delinquent behavior, suggesting that educational
accomplishments might serve to reduce the incidence of

delinquency. Goodman and others (5:177-8) in summary of
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research on schools, vocations, and delinquency professed

that:

«++ the school systems of Western societies presently
provide poor apprenticeship in adulthood for many
adolescents. A poor apprenticeship for being grown up
is criminogenic. 1In this sense, the 'structure' of
modern countries encourages delinquency, for that
structure lacks institutional procedures for moving
people smoothly from protected childhood to autonomous
adulthood. During adolescence, many youths in affluent
societies are neither well guided by their parents nor
happily engaged by their teachers. They are adult in
body but children in responsibility and in their con-
tribution to others. Placed in such a no-man's-land
between irresponsible dependence and accountable in-
dependence, they are compelled to attend schools that
do not thoroughly stimulate the interests of all of
them and that, in too many cases, provide the uninterested
child with the experience of failure and the mirror of
denigration. (5:177-8).

Considerations for Prevention

In conclusion to their study, Senna, Rathus, and
Siegel (19:493-4) suggest such measures as:

.+« exXtending open classrooms and modular time-
blocking systems in order to better accommodate individual
differences in attention span for academic endeavors;
provisions of better equipped student lounges in which
cigarette smoking is permitted; employment of less
'busy work' by teachers; use of more imagnitive audio-
visual techniques; adoption of a policy of a certain
number of permissable 'cuts' for each subject so that
cutting will not necessarily be associated with seclusive,
clandestine activities and a concomitant accumulation of
teacher-student hostility; and the use of 'sensitivity
training' or 'T-Groups' in which frank discussions about
teacher-student relations are encouraged. (19:493-4).

They further concluded that teachers and school officials
would do better to attempt frank and open interpersonal
relationships with students in dealing with their problems

rather than turning away. This type of action might then
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make it possible to determine the motivations of such
adolescents in order to provide more meaningful counseling.

Novotny and Burstein (13:49-60) in a study of
public school adjustment of delinquent boys after release
from an institution, found that what seemed decisive in
keeping the boys in school was that they had some support
from a supervised environment or from interested people,
or some success in an activity such as athletics. 1In
contrast, a large proportion of the ones who dropped out
had no such supervision or support to help them. They
concluded that, "...graduation from high school could be
the first real success that many of these boys have known
and that it could make a meaningful difference in the
course of their lives (13:51)."

Lichter, Rapien, Seibert, and Sklensky (10:2) in
introduction to their indepth study in school drop-outs,
report that, "In contrast to this drive toward better school
programs is the fact that LO percent of all children in the
United States fail to complete high school; they are drop-
- outs (10:2).m

Numerous educational studies have made it evident
that school drop-out is a complex problem to which there
is no simple solution. But from these studies a highly
significant inference can be drawn; rarely do children
who are successful in school leave prior to graduation.
Thg high school drop-out is usually a child who has
failed in his general school adjustment. This failure
1s not necessarily a matter of a specific learning

disability, but rather a broader 'educational! disability.
(10:291-4).
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The following is a summary of their ideas.

1. Behind almost every classroom problem is an
emotional problem. Remember that children act the way
they do for a reason. Try to understand the real source
of the problem.

2. It is not possible for teachers to get along
with all students or to handle all classroom problems
with equal success. Do not be afraid to seek the help
of others.

3. There is often more gratification in helping the
maladjusted child than one that creates no problem.

L. Do not be the kind of teacher who is impossible
to please. Children progress at different rates. Do
not lose a student by giving up too soon.

5. We may have higher expectations of good behavior
for the youngster who has been in difficulty for a long
time than for the child who seldom misbehaves.

6. In handling disciplinary problems, make sure the
punishment fits the crime. Relate it to the offense and
to the youngster who has committed it. The way discipline
is administered can either alleviate or aggravate the
problem.

7« It is important to study carefully the infor-
mation we have about troubled children and to use it to
its fullest, not to prejudice, but to understand and
search out clues for handling the problem.

8. Do not underestimate yourself. The observations
of teachers are of great importance in understanding the
troubled child.

9. Know your strengths and limitations. Refrain
from making recommendations that seriously affect a
child's living or family situation.

10. Use to the fullest the resources available to
you within the school system and the community.

11. Remember that being called to school can be a
frightening experience for parents. However they react,
attacking them seldom accomplishes anything.

12. The philosophy of the school about problem
youngsters makes an important difference in how helpful
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the school and the teacher can be. The attitude of the
school will affect and often determine how problems are
solved. (10:291-4).

Kaplan (9:60) summed up the etiology of the school
drop-out when he said:

Youngsters don't simply drop out of school. They
are forced out by a curriculum which has nothing to do
with their needs, by standards which they cannot
measure up to, and by social forces they cannot compre-
hend. These millions of embittered, dissatisfied,
discouraged drop-outs add to the problem of psycho-
logical disorder in the nation. (9:60).

The school that does not meet the needs of all its
students may lose those it neglects. Because of a back-
ground that is so different from the middle class structure
of most schools, the adolescent from the poverty or slum
areas is often the first to drop-out. The school that
doés not take the time or trouble to learn how to successfully
help this student adjust and find sucﬁess contributes greatly
to his emotional instability. When he feels unwanted,
threatened and a failure, he runs from the source of his
discomfort, the school. As a result of this failure he may
seek status in a deviant manner, thus he becomes a de-
linquent and only adds to his problem. The drop-out may
also be any other student who feels neglected, shut-off;
or in some cases unchallenged and bored with unrealistic
rules that stifle creativity, imagination and freedom. 1In
search for a more stimulating and gratifying life he too

may leave the school.

The problem of drop-outs and delinquency are forms



15

self-destructive behavior that happen within the school and
in the classroom. If these two situations are to be
prevented, the schools of America must take upon themselves
the responsibility for promoting mental health among

adolescents.

DRUG ABUSE

Evidence

The Joint Commission on Mental Health of Children
(18:323) réport that drug usage among adolescents from all
walks of life is on the rise. The Commission contends

that:
+ .+ the student drug user is a witness against the
school he attends, and a witness against our society.
He attests to a growing up experience which provides
nothing more captivating, thrilling, or enticing than
the heightened perceptiveness of the marijuana high;
he is a symptom of a society in which many of the most
talented, perceptive, and gifted must seek life's
meaning entirely in the inner recesses of the mind and
the eye. (18:326).
The lack of meaningful and challenging school experiences
bounded by outdated rules and restrictions may be factors
contributing to student use of drugs as a means of escape.
(4:228).
Dr. Irene Josselyn in an interview (21:125-7) on

youth and mental health, expressed her views on the
adolescent drug user and the school in relation to this
problem.

Question: The present adolescents are not only



questioning, protesting, and challenging, but they are
also using drugs. How do you evaluate this phenomencn
of taking drugs?

Josselyn: I see it as a problem that has to be
separated into its component parts; no generalization
is valid.

Of the groups of drug users with whom I have had
experience, there are some adolescents who use drugs
pPrimarily because adults don't think that this is a
good idea. This is a subcultural phenomenon--if
parents say something isn't good, then there must be
something good about it, the way to grow up is to think
that your parents' attitudes are wrong. The great
stress on drugs by adults has tended, among a certain
group of adolescents, to foster the use of drugs; that
is one way of rebelling, although certainly an un-
fortunate way.

There is another group of adolescents who are using
drugs, as many have commented, as an escape; it is
just too hard to find what they want in the world, and
the drugs give them a way out. This group is perhaps
the one we should be mest concerned about, indicative
that its members are unable to cope with the real world
and are finding a substitute. There are many other
- ways of finding a substitute. I don't think that we
should just put the emphasis on the fact that these
adolescents are using drugs, but rather on what their
drug use signifies.

There is another group of drug-using adolescents
whose behavior, I feel, is indicative of where we have
failed them. I don't want to blame the educational
system because it simply reflects the ocutline; but
we'll pick on them in order to show you what I mean.

We have given our young people, through their
education, very little experience with good teachers

who love the subjects that they teach and who stimulate
- emotional gratification from learning rather than
demand factual learning only. The adolescent in his
idealism and his sensitivity wants something that is
beautiful. Some young people are using drugs because
they don't know where else to find beauty; their
background has given them mechanical learning rather
than an emotional experience in learning. We certainly
are not going to find an easy way to help this group.
I do think that our early educational system has to be
thought through again. With the demand for teachers,
with the need to use many people not fully qualified
as teachers, we are not getting dedicated teachers.
Children are being taught facts, but not given a true
educational experience. Certain adolescents are

16



seeking in the use of drugs what they did not find
through education. (21:125-7).

Considerations for Prevention

Today there is a concern with drug education in our
schools as a means to help prevent the problem of drug-
abuse. At the same time, however, there is much contro-

versy over the value or success of such programs. At a

T. Coulsen (12:170), anti-drug coordinator for Maryland
schools in Prince George's County summed up the general

feeling:

I guess I'm an expert on drug programs that don't

work...Everything that educators have tried so far has
been a failure. We are able to disseminate information

- on drugs, but in efforts to really modify drugs
(usage), we just haven't found the key. (12:170).

Cornacchia, Bentel and Smith (4:3-4) state:

Numerous authorities have said they believe that
educational programs have had little if any impact on
students. Mounting evidence reveals this to be true.
It has been stated that, although such programs may
provide an increase in drug information, they may
encourage student experimentation and use of mind-
altering chemicals. (4:3-4).

The problem may not lie in drug education itself,

but in the methods used in such programs. Thornburg
(22:271) points out that much drug education has usually
focused on the medical, legal, and social aspects of the
drugs themselves. Weissman (16:271) has suggested that
it is vital to change the emphasis from the drugs to the

users. "If teen-agers understood their motives for using

Ly

conference of Washington, D.C., area school officials, Louis



