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A college freshman squirms anxiously on a chair in my office, his eyes avoiding mine, those of his English professor, as he explains that he hasn't finished his paper, which was due two days ago.  "I just haven't had the time," he says.
"Are you carrying a heavy course load?"
"Fifteen hours," he says--a normal load.
"Are you working a lot?"
"No, sir, not much.  About 30 hours a week."
"That's a lot.  Do you have to work that much?"
"Yeah, I have to pay for my car."
"Do you really need a car?"
"Yeah, I need it to get to work."
This student isn't unusual.  Indeed, he probably typifies today's college and high school students.  Yet in all the lengthy analyses of what's wrong with American education, I have not heard employment by students being blamed.
I have heard drugs blamed and television--that universal scapegoat.  I have heard elaborate theories about the decline of the family, of religion, and of authority, as well as other sociological theories.  But nobody blames student employment.  The world seems to have accepted the part-time job as a normal feature of adolescence.  A parochial school in my town even had a day to honor students who held regular jobs, and parents often endorse this employment by claiming that it teaches kids the value of the dollar.
But such employment is a major cause of educational decline.  To argue my case, I will rely on memories of my own high school days and contrast them with what I see today.  Though I do have some statistical evidence, my argument depends on what anyone over 40 can test through memory and direct observation.
When I was in high school in the 1950s, students seldom held jobs.  Some of us babysat, shoveled snow, mowed lawns, and delivered papers, and some of us got jobs in department stores around Christmas.  But most of us had no regular source of income other than the generosity of our parents.
The only kids who worked regularly were poor.  They worked to help their families.  If I remember correctly, only about five people in my class of 170 held jobs.  That was in a working class town in New England.  As for the rest of us, our parents believed that going to school and helping around the house were our work.  

In contrast, in 1986 my daughter was one of the few students among juniors and seniors who didn't work.  According to Bureau of Labor statistics, more than 40 percent of high school students were working in 1980, but sociologist Ellen Greenberger and Laurence Steinberg in "When Teenagers Work" came up with estimates of more than 70 percent working in 1986, though I suspect that the figure may be even higher now.
My daughter, however, did not work; her parents wouldn't let her.  Interestingly, some of the students in her class implied that she had an unfair advantage over them in the classroom.  They were probably right, for while she was home studying they were pushing burgers, waiting on tables, or selling dresses 20 hours a week.  Working students have little time for homework.
I attended a public high school, while she attended a Roman Catholic preparatory school whose students were mainly middle class.  By the standards of my day, her classmates did not "have to" work.  Yet many of them were working 20 to 30 hours a week.  Why?
They worked so that they could spend $60 to $100 a week on designer jeans, rock concerts, stereo and video systems, and, of course, cars.  They were living lives of luxury, buying items on which their parents refused to throw hard-earned money away.  Though the parent would not buy such tripe for their kids, the parents somehow convinced themselves that the kids were learning the value of money.  Yet, according to Ms. Greenberger and Mr. Steinberg, only about a quarter of those students saved money for college or other long-term goals.
How students spend their money is their business, not mine.  But as a teacher, I have witnessed the effects of employment.  I know that students who work all evening aren't ready for studying when they get home from work.  Moreover, because they work so hard and have ready cash, they feel that they deserve to have fun--instead of spending all their free time studying.
Thus, by the time they get to college, most students look upon studies as a spare-time activity.  A survey at Pennsylvania State University showed that most freshmen believed they could maintain a B average by studying about 20 hours a week.  (I can remember when college guidebooks advised two to three hours of studying for every hour in class--30 to 45 hours a week.)
Clearly individual students will pay the price for lack of adequate time studying, but the problem goes beyond the individual.  It extends to schools and colleges that are finding it difficult to demand quantity or quality of work from students.
Perhaps the reason American education has declined so markedly is because America has raised a generation of part-time students.  And perhaps our economy will continue to decline as full-time students from Japan and Europe continue to out-perform our part-time students.





