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The Minnesota Youth Poll is a continuing study of the opin
ions and concerns of adolescents around the state. It provides an 
ongoing communication link between the youth of Minnesota 
and those adults who make decisions affecting their lives. The 
general topic of this poll is public affairs. A range of issues, 
including voting behavior of the young, party identification, 
perceptions of "politics" and the presidency, and the appropri
ate voting age, are covered. One issue of major national concern 
-energy- is explored in more depth. A new program, the 
Congressional Award, designed to develop leadership capaci
ties in teenagers and young adults, is also discussed. 

This poll was conducted in late October 1980,just before the 
presidential election. We chose this particular time because in
terest in government and politics would be at its height. We 
assumed that this topic was not usually a very engaging and 
salient one for teenagers and hoped that the unrelenting attention 
focused on the election would enhance their modest level of 
interest. Students apparently did find the questions on the elec
tion and national issues significant and engaging since they 
elicited rich, thoughtful, and colorful responses. 

But why do another study of youth and government? While 
it is true that the literature on political socialization during ado
lescence is vast, much of it is contradictory and confusing. In 
fact, one of the most comprehensive recent reviews of that 
literature by Gallatin (1980) ends with the lament that "it is 
difficult to reach any definitive conclusions about political so
cialization during adolescence.'' What is known is rather cir
cumscribed and can be boiled down to a few generalizations. 
First, adolescence is a significant time of life for developing 
political knowledge and attitudes. Secondly, teenagers seem to 
be reasonably knowledgeable and aware of what is occurring on 
the political scene. Third, there seems to be a marked increase in 
understanding of political issues and concepts between early 
and late adolescence. Fourth, parents have a major influence on 
theirchildrens' attitudes toward politics. Finally, few teenagers 
are politically active. 

A recent Gallup Poll indicates that 13- to 18-year-olds have 
grown more dissatisfied with the state of the nation over the past 
several years. When the Gallup Youth Survey first asked a 
representative cross-section of teenagers whether they were sat
isfied or dissatisfied with the national state of affairs, a slim 
majority of 52 percent said they weren't happy with the way 
things were going compared to 42 percent who were satisfied. In 
a 1980 survey, 73 percent said they were dissatisfied, while 23 
percent were content with the direction of the country. As 
gloomy as teenagers are about the country, they are substan
tially less pessimistic than adults. In a Gallup Poll conducted in 
July 1979, only 12 percent of the adult public said they were 
satisfied with the way things were going in the United States at 
that time. The Gallup Poll barely suggests the reasons that teen
agers feel so dissatisfied, although the economic issues of infla
tion and unemployment seem to be the major concerns. 

We need to know much more about youths' and adults' 
growing alienation and despair about public affairs. This study 
will address several issues related to political attitudes and ideas 
of young people - issues that have not been adequately dealt 
with either in political socialization studies or in public opinion 
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Introduction 

polling. We need to know more about why young people have 
lost confidence in our leaders and government institutions. We 
need to find out the extent to which young people feel an obliga
tion as adolescents to take on civic responsibilities. We need to 
know whether teenagers think that political action is worth the 
effort; i.e., do they feel their participation can make a differ
ence? We need to learn how they perceive the major national 
issues affecting them and what they intend to do about them. We 
are also heeding Gallatin's caveat that more elaborate and ellip
tical research strategies are not the path to deeper understanding 
of adolescents and politics. She recommends simpler tech
niques, such as asking teenagers direct questions about their 
political views in face-to-face interviews. The Minnesota Youth 
Poll technique is in that tradition. It creates a situation in which 
teenagers can have discussions with one another on issues sig
nificant to their age group. 

METHOD 
Approximately 700 Minnesota high school students (14 to 

18 years old) in 135 discussion groups from inner city, urban, 
suburban, and rural schools participated in this poll. Thirty eight 
percent of the respondents were from the suburbs, 36 percent 
from rural areas, and 26 percent were from urban and inner city 
communities. 

In the Minnesota Youth Poll, the opinions and ideas of the 
students are obtained in the following way. In each school loca
tion, the questionnaire is administered in a required subject 
matter course- English or social studies. This allows us to tap 
the opinions of students representing a wide range of abilities 
and interests in each school. The students are asked to sit in 
small, self-selected groups of four to seven people. One mem
ber of the group acts as both the discussion leader and recorder. 
He or she reads the questions, which are constructed so that they 
will elicit discussion, explanation, and elaboration, and then 
writes down as much of the discussion that ensues as possible. 

The group questionnaires are analyzed using qualitative 
methods. This entails separating the questionnaires by the re
spondents' area of residence (i.e., urban, rural, suburban). An
swers to each question are then analyzed for recurring themes 
and variations. This poll, in contrast to more traditional opinion 
polls, focuses on the meanings and assumptions young people 
use to understand their world. Occasionally, students are asked 
to poll members of their group on a specific issue and then report 
the number of students who agree or disagree with a proposi
tion. Only in those cases are data reported as exact percentages. 

The Minnesota Youth Poll method was designed to capture 
and preserve the richness and complexity of the adolescent ex
perience. Therefore, readers will seldom find tables of numbers 
and percentages of "yes" and "no" responses as they would in 
polls using standard empirical survey research techniques. 
More typically, the information is treated as themes or pictures 
in an attempt to retain both the ''music and lyrics'' of what the 
young people have said.' 

1Details on the philosophy and methodology of the Minnesota Youth Poll are available in 
The Ce/1/er Quarterly Focus, "The Minnesota Youth Poll'' by Diane Hedin and Howard 
Wolfe, Spring 1979. Copies may be obtained by contacting the Center for Youth Develop
ment and Research, 48 McNeal Hall, 1985 Buford Ave., St. Paul, MN 55108 (612) 
376-7624. 
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''They are too young to care about 
what goes on, and feel it doesn't 
affect them. Rather have others 
take positions for them." 

THE VOTING RECORD OF THE YOUNG 

The right to vote is a touchstone of democracy. In the 1960s 
and early 1970s the extension of that right was a focal point of 
reform and protest movements. Poll taxes and literacy tests were 
abolished; residency requirements were liberalized; registration 
procedures were simplified; and preregistration eliminated from 
national elections. In the most dramatic move of all. the age of 
eligibility was lowered three years to age 18. 

The newly franchised young voters responded with thunder
ing apathy. The voting rate for youth started low and continued 
to decline throughout the 1970s, with the percentage in 1976 
being less than 20 percent- the lowest percentage of any age 
group. We asked the young people why they thought this was 
so. 

Why Youth Don't Vote 
The most common responses, given in some form by virtu

ally every group, are that the 18- to 24-year-old group scarcely 
votes at all because they ''don't care,'' ''aren't interested,'' and 
"don't know much about it." 

''No one is interested, or cares, or bothers to get involved. 
They don't know the issues, or who's running, and don't 
consider it worthwhile to learn. They feel they aren't ac
complishing anything (by voting).'' 

Or, more succinctly: 
"No one gives a rip." 

Often the comments reflected the theme that young people are 
outside of and unaffected by political issues on electoral battles: 

"They are too young to care about what goes on, and feel it 
doesn't affect them. Rather have others take positions for 
them.'' 

"Many young people without families aren't very interested 
in politics. When they have a family to look after, they will 
care about what happens in politics.'' 

''Older age groups argue and debate about things that are of 
no interest to the younger groups." ' 



Conversely (and less often), the problem was said to be that 
politicians are not interested in the young: 

"The candidates are too elderly; they are not concerned 
about your youths' future. They think and work for the 
present rather than the future.'' 

"The politicans haven't said too much that young people 
think pertains to them." 

''The presidents don't seem to want the young vote.'' 
In general, the reasons given for the low voting percentage 

were rather evenly divided between placing the blame on the 
non-voters and finding the fault in the political system itself. 

When the problem was cited as being with the non-voters, 
the most common reason given was that they were not informed 
about the issues or the candidates. This reason was given almost 
as often as the universal "don't care" in such tenns as: 

"They don't know anything about it." 
While no other single reason rivaled this one, about one

fifth of the groups mentioned that they might have been too busy 
with other things. This response was relatively more frequent in 
rural groups: 

"Because they are tied up in school and don't have time to 
study the elections that closely.'' 

"The young people who are in school might have better 
things, which are more important to do than get out and 
vote." 

Other reasons were that they were just too lazy (17 percent of the 
groups), too self-centered (5 percent of the groups), or that they 
didn't know how to vote (10 percent of the groups): 
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"My brother didn't vote cause he didn't know how and was 
embarrassed- but he didn't care either." 

A little less than half the time the respondents explicitly 
blamed the political system itself for not inspiring concern and 
confidence. The most common charge in this category- from 
approximately one-fifth of the respondents- is that the voters 
were offered poor candidates: 

''They didn't want to have to pick the best out of the worst. " 

''The candidates aren't people you 
can rally around like JFK, RFK. 
Current ones are in their sunset 
years.'' 

The problem was more that of image than ideology. Politicians 
were not so much criticized for what they stood for as for what 
they were- in terms similar to those used to pan a TV or movie 
personality: 

"Politicians don't appeal to this age group." 
"The candidates aren't people you can rally around like 

JFK, RFK. Current ones are in their sunset years.'' 
"None of the candidates are worth the trouble." 
There was also a strong impression that the non-voters may 

have felt that their vote did not count (also 26 groups), and that 
not voting is a natural result of low political efficacy: 



"They have a feeling of insignificance. It doesn't matter if 
you vote or not.'' 

Sometimes the problem was expressed as disillusionment with, 
or alienation from, the system: 

"Disgusted with the government, so they didn't want to 
vote, or have anything to do with politics." 

''They gave up on voicing their opinions because they didn't 
think they were being heard. Have no reason to have faith 
in government.' ' 

"They don't want to have presidents at all." 
Or pessimism about the world, the future in general: 

"The world is going to pot anyways, so they feel what good 
is there to have a president that is only gonna screw things 
up more.'' 

"The world is such a mess it makes no difference. No 
future.'' 

"It doesn't seem to make any difference who you vote for 
because nothing ever seems to change." 

In summary, the respondents felt that the reason so few 
young people voted in the 1976 election is that they just didn't 
care, and this lack of caring was blamed about equally on the 
non-voters themselves and on the political system which made 
"'not-caring'' a reasonable response. 

Political Participation in the Future 
When asked if they personally would vote in the 1980 elec

tion, if they were eligible, the young people painted quite a 
different picture of themselves. Nearly 80 percent said that they 
would vote. 

If you could vote . 

Urban 
Suburban 
Rural 

. would you do it? 
Yes 
69% 
79 
84 

No 
31% 
21 
16 

There is nothing in the history of American political behav
ior to suggest this is an accurate prediction. The figures proba
bly reflect a tendency to give socially desirable responses, the 
attraction of a behavior which is age restricted, and the place
ment of the question itself- coming immediately after their 
discussion of low voting percentage among youth. 

MA'(OfZ 
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This question was followed by one asking if they would be 
active in politics by doing volunteer work, attending caucuses, 
etc. Only 25 percent could picture themselves taking on this 
deeper involvement 
Do you think you'll be active in politics ... ? 

Yes No Maybe 
Urban 32% 58% 10% 
Suburban 33 52 21 
Rural 14 80 6 

All respondents 25 55 9 

It's at least interesting that the rural students went from the 
highest percentage on the voting question to by far the lowest on 
the issue of whether they would be politically active in other 
ways. 

The respondents were not asked to explain why they would 
or would not vote or be active, but many offered reasons none
theless - and in terms reminiscent of their comments on why 
young people do or do not vote. Again, the reasons given for not 
being active were divided between personal reasons and cri
tiques of the system. 

Personal reasons: 
"It's boring." 
"We don't understand it, and what kind of future is 

politics?" 
''There are other priorities that demand our time, and being 

involved isn't worth the aggravation." 
"Have better things to do, rather be home taking care of my 

family." 
Critique of system: 
" ... wouldn't because we don't believe in how they run it. 

Politicians can get away with murder; rich people and 
corporations run the world- and we're not either. How 
scary.'' 

''Whatever happens will happen.'' 
Or, a combination: 
"It would be a headache, a pain, because you have to waste 

millions of dollars on votes. Just think what you could 
spend the money on if you didn't run for president." 

The young people who said they would be active saw politi
cal action as a way to get in on what's happening: 

''Nowadays we have to get more political 'cause there are so 
many questions about politics; everything affects us now 
since we are becoming older- and there is more news.'' 

"You need to, to find out who's running the country." 
to reform the system: 
"To stop corruption and injustice." 
"To tell Congress that we are no longer in the 1920s." 
''I might run for office someday. A black woman ran in '76 
-Shirley Chisholm. A lady in office would be a great 
change.'' 

or to change the world: 
"I'd like to run for office, it'd be kinda neat." 
'T d like to change the world to my way of thinking." 

Party Identification 
The respondents were asked if they considered themselves 



to be Democrats, Republicans, independents- or if they were 
simply "not sure". The results, described in the table below, 
are consistent with other state and national polls which have 
revealed a steady decline and current low level in party affilia
tion for all age groups over the past 20 years. 

Party Preference 
Not Dem & Ind & 

Dem Rep Ind sure Rep not sure 
Rural 23% 27% 19% 32% 50% 51% 
Suburban 29 19 28 24 48 52 
Urban 31 20 40 40 60 ---
Total 27 20 23 31 47 54 

The table reveals familiar patterns of party strength: Repub
licans strongest in rural areas, Democrats strongest in the city 
and stronger overall. Less predictably, the two parties combined 
had fewer identifiers than persons who claimed no party affilia
tion. The latter are usually cited as "independents," a term 
connotating ones who are interested and knowledgeable, but 
remain above the battle waiting to choose the ''best'' candidate 
regardless of party. Suspecting that the term "independent" too 
readily wraps indifference and confusion in a cloak of rational
ity, we gave respondents the additional option of saying they 
were "not sure." This proved to be the largest category of all. 

A national poll of high school students in 1963 conducted by 
the Survey Research Center, University of Michigan, showed 
64 percent of them claiming some party identification (D = 42 
percent, R = 22 percent). In a 1974 poll by the same organiza
tion, this had decreased to 54 percent (D=33 percent, R=21 
percent). Our finding of only 47 percent suggests a continuation 
of this trend. 

When these findings are compared with similar findings 
among adults, the pattern is almost identical. Clearly, this is not 
a youth phenomenon, so much as a feature of the general Ameri
can political landscape where there has been a steady decline in 
party identification over the past two decades. 

The Appropriate Voting Age 
The dismal rate of political participation among the young, 

expressed by their voting records and echoed in these discus
sions, led us to wonder whether they considered the current 
voting age of 18 to be appropriate. 

Respondents were asked at what age people should be al
lowed to vote, and why. A strong majority of youth in all re
gions agreed that the current practice of attaining the right to 
vote at age 18 was appropriate. Among those suggesting 
change, urban and rural youth were evenly divided between 
raising and lowering the voting age, while approximately one
fourth of suburban youth were more inclined to think it should 
be raised- most commonly to age 21. The idea that a right or 
privilege should be delayed is unique to this issue. In past youth 
polls, respondents have invariably taken the opposite viewpoint 
and urged that the age at which youth are allowed certain rights 
should be decreased. On the issue of confidential health care, 
for example, respondents argued that teenagers ought to be able 
to seek help whenever they needed it, and suggested 12, 14, and 
16 as the optimum ages (Hedin, Wolfe, and Arneson, 1977). On 
the issue of youth employment, many argue that there should be 
no age restrictions at all. The vast majority think that both the 
smoking and drinking ages discriminate against youth and 
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suggest that these be lowered for drinking and eliminated com
pletely for cigarette smoking. 

The reasons youth give for wanting to raise the voting age 
reveal a great deal about how they view themselves in relation to 
the political system. The most common theme expressed in 
these discussions is that voting is an adult activity with the 
arguments on voting age centering on when one becomes an 
adult and what defines adulthood. The other theme, related to 
the first but distinct enough to be discussed separately, is that 
voting is a privilege, earned by acquiring knowledge, being 
interested, and caring about politics and government. 

Voting as a Right and Rite of Adulthood 
A Right of Adulthood. Most respondents (about 60 per

cent) felt that 18 was the appropriate age to begin voting with the 
most common reason being that it is the age at which adulthood 
is established by tradition: 

''Because by that age it is accepted socially that people have 
reached enough of a degree of maturity to vote." 

and by law: 
"18 is the age that you're considered a legal adult and with it 

comes responsibility." 

"If they can draft you for war, you 
should have the right to vote for or 
against the person who's sending 
you to war." 

The new responsibilities were often spelled out with the obliga
tion for military service being mentioned more often than all 
others combined: 

"If they can draft you for war, you should have the right to 
vote for or against the person who's sending you to war.'' 

Tying the right to vote to other leg;! rights and responsibilities 
was more common among people who urged a lower voting age; 
especially driving a car, having a job, and paying taxes: 

"When people are 16, they are considered responsible 
enough to drive, they have to pay insurance on cars, and 
that's about the time they get a job and taxes are taken out 
of their paychecks." 

For the young people surveyed in this poll, the three major 
symbols of legal adulthood were (I) liability to the draft; 
(2) being able to drive, especially among rural youth; and 
(3) having a job and paying taxes. 

A Rite of Adulthood. While many students focused on 
adulthood (i.e., being eligible to vote) as a legal issue, others 
focused on adulthood as an achieved status signifying general 
maturity, a maturity marked by independence from parents and 
school and nurtured by experience in the "real" world. 

Some stressed the issue of being freed from parents' ideo
logical influence: 

"When kids are 18, they have less tendency to vote for 
whom their parents voted for." 

More commonly the idea of .. independence" was connected 
with the related issue of "being on one's own" socially, eco
nomically, and financially. This idea showed up in all regions, 
but was most prominent among rural youth: 



"At 18, you become an adult and leave home. You become 
more independent and should make your own decisions. 
That's when politics really start affecting your lives." 

'' 18- because you should be on your own and know what 
you want and what you feel is right.'' 

"18 - because that's when you become an adult morally 
and you have to start a life on your own." 

The single most prominent symbol of being independent, 
mature, and affected by governmental actions was that one had 
left high school and was no longer a student. This was particu
larly true for rural students, somewhat less for suburban stu
dents, and much less for urban students. While some students 
cited the value of studying political issues in school, this was a 
very minor theme: 

'' 18 - because of the time spent in senior social studying 
political science, we should graduate and vote, using our 
knowledge." 

"16 or 17, because students can take government in their 
junior or senior year and can become more informed about 
politics in general." 

The more common idea by far, rivaled only by the connection 
between voting and the draft, was that being free of high school 
(and not what you learn in it) is what signifies adulthood. To the 
Youth Poll respondents, it seemed that being in school retarded 
rather than promoted one's understanding of the political world: 

"21 -because when you just get out of school you don't 
know what's going on." 

"18, you're out of high school and are aware of things 
happening around you." 

"18, because you're out of high school and on your own." 
"18, because when you turn 18, you have an idea of what 

it's like to pay taxes, and before that you don't have the 
experience of the outside world and because you think 
about it more; but when you are in school, you don't think 
about it that much." 

"18, because that's when you get out of high school and you 
are going out on your own- or 20, because when you just 
get out of high school you're unsure of yourself and you 
don't know anything about politics." 

"21's a good age to start voting because you're out of 
school and you know more about politics. You have more 
responsibilities.'' 

It should be emphasized again that the status of "being out of 
high school" and linking it with "being on one's own" was far 
more prominent among rural youth, suggesting that leaving 
school marks a more dramatic break with childhood status than 
for suburban and, even less so, for urban youth. 

Some students raised the-chicken-and-the-egg issue of 
whether interest and knowledge lead to voting or vice-versa: 

"If you could vote when you're younger, maybe you would 
be more interested and learn more about it.'' 

"18 is a good age, but currently people of this age don't 
vote. There should be more political awareness in high 
school and college by trying to involve these people in the 
government.'' 

Voting as an Earned Privilege 
The other prominent idea was that the franchise is a privilege 



"19-21 might be better, because at 
18 you don't have maturity -
though some are mature earlier 
and some will never be, even when 
they're 75 years old!'' 

that should be granted to people on the basis of their knowing 
and caring enough about politics whether they are 18 or any 
other age: 

"18, people who know the issues should be able to vote. 
People who don't care about the issues aren't going to vote 
anyway." 

"18, because until then you don't know what's going on.'' 

"21- because the voters don't care before they get past this 
age, and they're not as informed." 

"19-21 might be better, because at 18 you don't have matu
rity- though some are mature earlier and some never will 
be, even when they're 75 years old!" 

"It might be better at 18, you're right out of school, you 
have to register for college, get a start on life- and you 
don't have time to look at what's going on." 

"People shouldn't be able to vote just because they're 18. 
They should give a test (knowledge of issues) for voting." 

"At 18, people have had a chance to have sorted out what 
they believe- have had a chance to learn about the politi
cal party system and will more likely be able to make a 
good choice on sound basis." 

"Only 21-year-olds and over should be able to vote because 
the individuals under 21 are apathetic and don't give a 
damn as to whether their vote counts or not.'' 

"18, because if they are any younger, they wouldn't under
stand it.'' 

"Older so you understand better. 18-year-olds don't really 
know what's going on and they don't really care." 

"16. By then people usually have their minds straight unless 
they're all spaced out." 

Voting as a Way to Affect Destiny 

A third idea is that people who are affected by governmental 
decisions should have a voice in determining them. This was 
less often stated than implied (e.g., in relation to the draft), but 
in some cases a direct plea for youth influence on government 
was made: 

"If you have an idea or opinion, you should have the rightto 
vote. It's not right to have people control your life and not 
have a voice in it.'' 

"18 is when they are considered an adult by law and are 
affected by the laws so they should be able to vote on the 
laws and who they want to make the laws." 

"16 or 17, because we don't think that most of the things the 
president does concerns us but they will when we are out of 
schoOl and on our own- and he's in for four years.'' 

'' 17, then we could vote against the draft in time to do some 
good. People over 35 (past draft age) shouldn't be able to 
vote on this.'' 

II 

"16-we have opinions. Older people's ideas and opinions 
can ruin the chances of our ideas and opinions ever being 
important or heard. " 

"15-year-olds are people, too." 

Except for such general statements as those just given, it 
seemed that the respondents perceived a huge gap between 
themselves and ''their'' government. ''It doesn't affect us until 
we're 18 or older" was a very common idea. Even atthat age the 
only specific policy issues named were the draft, taxes, and 
drinking age. No mention was ever made of the enormous num
ber and variety of things usually labeled youth issues or legisla
tion; issues of education, confidential health care, delinquency 
services and prevention, status offenses, welfare programs, 
minimum wage, job training, summer jobs for youth, etc. 

To summarize, the respondents tended to strongly identify 
voting as a right and rite of adulthood. The chief foundation of 
right is the attendant responsibility of military service. The chief 
rites of adulthood are leaving high school and home and taking 
on economic independence. With all of these come increased 
interest, knowledge, and concern. Perhaps the most disturbing 
finding in all of this is the lack of influence attributed to formal 
schooling. A commonly asserted goal of high schools in Minne
sota is to prepare students for citizenship. Yet, the remarks of 
these young people reveal that voting is viewed more as a sym
bol, an acknowledgement of adulthood, rather than as a means 
of influencing public- and one's own- affairs. 

Parent Vs. Youth Political Interest and Knowledge 

The respondents were consistent in their view that voting 
and political interest and knowledge were "for adults only." 
They felt strongly (65 percent agreed) that their parents knew 
more about the presidential candidates and issues than they did. 
Rural youth were most likely and urban youth least likely, to 
think their parents were better informed. They attributed this 
greater knowledge and interest on the part of parents to the same 
set of factors identified above in the discussion of appropriate 
voting age and the voting record of the young. 

Their parents, as adults, were better informed forthe follow
ing reasons: 

(a) Parents "care" more about politics because they are 
able to vote (and some of the respondents are not yet of voting 
age): 

"We might know just as much, but they are better informed 
because we just don't care.'' 

"We don'tvote, so we don't really pay attention to it. We're 
ignorant. '' 

"We don't really care because we aren't 18 yet." 

"Not as involved as parents are. We can't vote, so why 
bother paying attention to the issues?'' 

(b) Parents "care" more because the outcome of the elec
tions have a more direct and immediate impact on their lives: 

"My parents can vote, but I can't, so I have not paid as close 
attention as my parents. Issues don't affect us as much 
because we are not at voting age." 

"It affects them quite a bit more than it does me right at this 
point.'' 

(c) Parents were better informed because they watch the 
news on television and read the newspaper: 

"We aren't around the house that much and don't have a 



chance to watch the news or read the paper. We find out a 
little bit because we don't have a choice because all the 
channels are about the president." 

(d) Parents were more knowledgeable because they have 
had more experience with these issues, which leads to 
heightened understanding: 

"We can't find anything explained well enough for us to 
understand it.'' 

''We don't understand it and the reasons why because it isn't 
exciting." 

"We are younger, we don't know about that much yet." 
"Politics don't thrill me. Besides there's not much to talk 

about if you don't understand it." 

For the minority of youth who said that they knew more than 
their parents about the presidential candidates and the issues, 
three major reasons were given. Having a high school course in 
government, American history, or current events was most of
ten mentioned and this was especially true in rural communities. 
Almost as frequently cited was the notion that their parents were 
even more apathetic than they were. Thus, by default, students 
saw themselves as being better informed. It should be noted that 
few expressed more than superficial and cursory interest in the 
electio.ns. One had the impression that the little information the 
students did have was almost unconsciously absorbed through 
course work in government or through hearing the television 
news. 

"My parents never talk about it. They don't care either. I 
guess I know a little bit more than they do." 

"I know more because they aren't interested in politics." 
"My parents don't bother so I know more.'' 
"My man don't know nothing. She ain't gonna vote." 
Finally, a few groups (10) said that they actively seek out 

information on government and politics, and attempt to stay 
informed through reading newspapers and watching television 
news: 

"We are all interested in politics because it affects us. We 
watch the news, read the papers, read magazines. In fact, 
we see the same views and problems of our politicians as 
our parents.'' 
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"I've done more research than my parents. I try to keep 
them informed and discuss it with them." 

THE MEANING OF POLITICS 

As discussed earlier, respondents identified two causes for 
the low voting rate among 18-to-24-year-olds. The first was 
their own ignorance and apathy and the second was weaknesses 
in the political system itself. Respondents were asked to discuss 
the latter in more depth, and their views about politics in general 
and the power and influence of the presidency, in particular, 
follow. 

The term "politics" has had a peculiar history in American 
society. While dictionaries continue in vain to urge neutral defi
nitions such as "the art and science of government," "the 
management of public affairs," and the "acts and practices of 
those who seek authority," the American people cling to the 
more negative connotations of lying, conniving, self-seeking, 
and corruption. The teenagers responding to this poll followed 
the latter tradition- with a vengeance. To them, politics is a 
dirty - and boring - game! 

Students were asked, "When you think of politics, what 
words come to your mind to describe it?" 

Words to Describe "Politics" 
The responses were analyzed initially by looking only at the 

first word recorded. The intention was to categorize them as 
positive (e.g., important), negative (e.g., corrupt), and neutral 
(e.g., complicated), but there was not a single group that listed a 
positive word first. In fact, of some 400 words listed, only 7 or 8 
could be considered positive and they were buried under an 
avalanche of negative terms. 

Separating the first responses by region, they fell into the 
following categories: 

Positive 
Neutral 
Negative 

Urban 
0 

23% 
77% 

Suburban 
0 

32% 
68% 

Rural 

0 
48% 
52% 

When only the first term listed is considered, there were clear 
differences between regions, with urban youth being over
whelmingly negative, suburban youth somewhat less so, and 
rural youth almost evenly split between neutral and negative. 
However, when all of the terms listed are considered, the rural 
youth ended up with almost the same percentage of negative 
words as did the others. 

The single word used most often by the respondents was 
"boring," with the most common idea being that politics in
volves corruption, scandal, lying, cheating, bribery, and the 
like. Other major categories connote chaos and confusion, bro
ken promises, deception, and a lot of red tape. 

Just listing these categories, however, does not adequately 
convey the usually vehement flavor of the responses. A few did 
manage to find something positive to say, usually begrudgingly: 

"Complicated, lies, dumb, boring, somewhat interesting." 
"Unlawful, underhanded, some of them are smart and try to 

run a good country but some of them are crooked. Highly 
trained in law and some are honest and good men - and 
almost all are men.'' 

"Dishonest, who gives a damn, teeth, shifty, all talk, under 
the table, corrupt, sinister, a few honest people, all out for 
self gain." 



The notion that politicans are out for "self-gain," as op
posed to being agents of the people, was a popular theme when 
respondents tried to do more than just list words: 

"The government's screwed up and isn't concerned with 
kids. They should act together and use their heads. They 
worry more about being reelected than with world 
problems.'' 

"A mess, people yelling at each other back and forth. A big 
game. It seems to be important, but it's no concern of 
mine. The politicians gamble for power. It does not in
volve the normal Americans." 

"Government, leaders controlling the people, people that 
try to rip you off, trying to change your mind to benefit 
them, scandal, cover-up, liars, thieves. They don't tell 
you everything, keep you in the dark, a lot of B.S." 

Some hated having their leisure interrupted by politics: 
"Sick, crooked, boring arguments, Watergate, TV time 

wasted on debates, not being able to watch your favorite 
TV shows." 

"Boring- it's no fun." 
Most of the respondents just launched strings of epithets: 

''Illegal, corrupt, crooked, con-artists, rich, money, lying, 
deceiving, boring.'' 

"Crooked, worthless, lonely, cam
paigns, waste of time, Abscam, 
double talk, bribe, lies, bureauc
racy, wars, Billy Beer, shaky, 
mystery, and promises, promises, 

. . ' ' promzses, promzses. 

(Note: to teenagers, for a public person to be "boring" is appar
ently equivalent to being a crook, liar and cheat.) 

"Thieves, crooks, rip-offs, bums, blow combs, swindlers, 
and tax evaders." 

"Corrupted, unfair, Republicans, money, stealing, grovel
ing incompetents, Abscam, misinformation, inflated 
windbags, wolf in sheep's clothing, dirty old men." 

"All scandals, representatives give speeches and no one 
shows up, big corporations bribing congressmen." 

"Boring, blackmailing, embezzling, lying congressmen, 
money, mass confusion, promises that never come true." 

"Crooked, worthless, lonely, campaigns, waste of time, 
Abscam, double talk, bribe, lies, bureaucracy, wars, Billy 
Beer, shaky, mystery, and promises, promises, promises, 
promises.'' 

And finally: 
"Crook, cheat, mass confusion, all f __ d up, waste of 

money, waste of time, screwed up, unfair, sick, under
handed, scandal, rip-off, stupid arguments, and also there 
isn't much honesty.'' 

THE POWER OF THE PRESIDENCY 

In recent presidential campaigns, there has been a growing 
emphasis on personality, style, and image as key qualifications 
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for the highest office in the land. More or less explicitly, many 
candidates themselves nurture the idea that a charismatic leader 
can personally solve the most pressing national and interna
tional problems. Moreover, a familiar campaign theme is that as 
the most powerful leader in the world, the prestige and might 
will further strengthen the impact of the candidate's charisma. 
We wondered to what extent teenagers in Minnesota subscribe 
to the view that a single person can significantly shape the 
country's direction. To this end, we posed the following 
question: 

Do you think that the next president, whoever he is, can 
really make a difference in solving the problems of our 
country? In which areas could he make a difference? 

He Can't Make a Difference 
The initial reaction to the question was an overwhelming 

rejection of the ''single powerful leader'' theory. By a margin of 
4 to I, urban youth argued that the president could have little 
impact. Suburban and rural youth were somewhat less pessimis
tic, but still were opposed 2 to I to the proposition that the 
president of the United States could make much headway in 
solving the problems facing this country. 

The reasons given most frequently for this position had to do 
with first, the kinds of problems faced by the country; second, 
the personal qualities of the candidates; and third, the structure 
of the office. 

(a) The problems are very deep and widespread: 
"We're very deep into problems and it's hard to say if 

anyone can help us now.'' 
"I don't think anyone can make a damn bit of difference. 

It's hopeless. Like he can't solve the energy problem be
cause the oil-producing countries just keep raising their 
prices." 

"We've had inflation so long, nobody is going to be able to 
do much.'' 

"No man, whoever he is, can change the world. It's too 
much for any one person." 

(b) None of the candidates are sufficiently charismatic or 
capable: 



"All make the same promises and when they get into office, 
not a thing gets done. None of them seem strong enough." 

"None of those who are running now could make much 
difference. Everyone is so down on them. It's not like it 
used to be when people really loved the president like 
Kennedy or Ike.'' 

"We just don't have that much faith in the next president, 
whoever he is.'' 

(c) The president is in office too short a time: 
"In four years, policies are just getting started. It's not 

enough time to get things rolling." 
"When the problems are so complicated, it just takes a long 

time and a lot of patience for anything to really change.'' 

He Could Make a Difference 
When the students were asked to suggest the areas in which 

the president could make a difference, even those whose first 
reaction was negative were able to name a variety of foreign and 
domestic issues such as disarmament, war, energy, inflation, 
taxes, and unemployment. Approximately one-third of there
spondents qualified their initial negative responses, and listed a 
set of conditions under which it might be possible for a president 
to have a major impact. Such conditions included congressional 
and public cooperation and charismatic leadership. 

(a) If Congress cooperated: 
"President can't do it alone, although he has a lot to say 

about it. If there is a split decision in the Senate, the 
president's vote ends it." 

"The reasons a president couldn't change much is because 
of opposition from the Congress.'' 

"I think the Congress has more power. If he (the president) 
comes up with new ideas, the Congress tries to screw it 
up." 

(b) If the public supported and worked with the president: 
This notion was particularly prominent among the rural re

spondents. It may be that the young people from smaller com
munities have more experience, or at least more belief, in the 
capacity of citizens working together to achieve common goals: 

"The whole country has to be combined to solve problems. 
We don't feel that the president alone can solve the prob
lems. If he had good ideas, he can be a good leader and 
everyone can get together and work on problems like infla
tion, energy, and the overall economy.'' 

"It's not up to the president. The country has to work to get 
it on its feet again. We are in a mess now and we are in very 
deeply. We are very spoiled in this country." 

"He can change things gradually, but cannot change things 
all at once. He needs the help and support of the people.'' 

"Togetherness, not just the president, should be stressed. 
All stress the president but many are involved." 

''We don't think the problems of a nation should be blamed 
on one man. It's everybody's problems. It's easy to sit in 
front of the TV and complain." 

"The people's attitudes must change before the president 
can really change anything.'' 

(c) If he were a strong leader: 
"If the right candidate was chosen, someone who really 

inspired people." 

14 

"Only a statesman figure can hold 
respect and face in the world 
political arena.'' 

"A president who is really on the ball can really make 
the people and the Senate do things, he can appeal to 
people." 

"He can't make a difference unless the new president is 
charismatic and can inspire the population." 

"Only a statesman figure can hold respect and face in the 
world political arena.'' 

''Unless he takes dramatic measures or is very forceful like 
Eisenhower or Roosevelt.'' 

(d) If he were willing to settle for small, gradual changes: 
"He could only make a small difference on the whole. He 

might be able to help a little with inflation, recession, and 
foreign policy." 

"Can change some things gradually, but cannot change 
things all at once.'' 

"He could make some difference, but it would take a lot of 
doing for him to make big changes. He could make a 
difference in any one of the problems, but he could not 
tackle every one of them and do a good job." 

In summary, the respondents expressed little faith in the 
capacity of the president- whoever he is- to make substantial 
headway in solving the nation's problems because of the depth 
and breadth of these problems and the lack of exceptional per
sons seeking the presidency. Those who thought a single leader 
could make a difference emphasized one of the same factors
strong, inspirational leadership. These young people apparently 
were more optimistic about the possiblity of such a person com
ing forth to lead the nation. Equally important, though, to those 
who believed in the president's power to constructively affect 
the nation, was public and congressional support. 

MAJOR NATIONAL ISSUES 

To learn which of the major national issues debated during 
the 1980 presidential campaign were of concern to the students, 
the following question was asked: 

There has been a great deal of public debate during this 
election year about the big issues facing the country. Which 
of these "big" issues (energy, unemployment, draft) affect 
you? How do they affect you? 
While the students generally thought that all these issues 

affected them, the draft provoked the most intense and frequent 
reaction. Energy was of most concern to the rural youth because 
it apparently had an immediate impact on their day-to-day living 
patterns. Neither urban or suburban youth appeared to be as 
strongly or immediately affected by the energy issue. Unem
ployment was viewed as a more distant, future worry, but did 
not touch their lives while they were in high school. Only one 
group added issues other than those which were suggested in the 
question, and this discussion group argued that the economy and 
inflation were the major problems affecting them. 

Military Draft 
The importance of an issue to young people is generally 



determined by whether it currently and directly affects their 
lives. The level of emotional intensity and the immediate vis
ceral reaction to the draft by our respondents seems to depart 
from this pattern. Although the reinstitution of registration oc
curred around the time of this poll and did lend to increased 
concern about the draft among many segments of the popula
tion, the number of respondents who, by virtue of age and sex, 
were required to register was quite small. Further, there was no 
military draft, only registration. Thus, the strong reaction to this 
issue, in contrast to the responses toward unemployment and 
energy, was somewhat unanticipated. Some of the students' 
comments give the flavor of both the fear of and anger toward 
the draft. 

"We don't wanna die. We're afraid of death. We think it's a 
form of slavery to force young men to run around in the 
muck and live with the fear of going to war." 

''Small pressure knowing I might get killed. Set back future 
plans." 

"It's people our age who will end up going to war because of 
what our government has done. We feel that you should be 
able to decide if you want to go or not. It's not fair to force 
a person to go into war and risk their lives. How can you 
make someone put their lives on the line. Too many people 
died in Vietnam. We don't want to let that happen 
again!!!" 

"We are afraid of the draft because it will destroy families 
- tear them apart - ruin relationships with friends and 
boyfriends." 

"I could get drafted and I don't have anything to say about 
it. They should just have the president and the top Russian 
have a boxing match." 

''Politics are using the youth of our country as experimental 
mice. We have virtually no say in whether we are killed in 
the war. The elders can do anything they want, at no risk to 
them. If they want to fight wars, why don't they go off to 
war?'' 

"Why do they send us off to school for 13 years and then 
send us off to war to be killed?" 

Energy 
Energy was the issue next most frequently discussed. A few 
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of the respondents focused on the scenarios of the future, and 
how their lives might be affected when they become adults: 

"We want to know if there is enough energy, or if we're 
going to have to do without. If we're going to have a crisis, 
then we should begin thinking of new ways to heat our 
homes and propel our cars.'' 

"Probably will run out, need to develop other sources of 
energy (solar, nuclear, anything we can get our paws 
on)." 

"By the time we're adults, the energy crisis will be at its 
worst. It's what they do now that will determine the 
future.'' 

But more commonly, students talked about how they currently 
are experiencing the energy shortages. Rural youth focused on 
the present changes they have had to make, with curtailing 
driving their cars being the key change: 

"Energy is a big thing for all of us. With the gas as high 
priced as it is, it really costs a lot just to drive in town to the 
places you have to go to." 

"It affects me because the prices of fuel are so high that it 
literally puts us in debt to heat our home.'' 

"Prices are too high to drive our cars to school. What a 
bummer.'' 

"Energy affects us because we can't afford to drive any
where these days. Might freeze this winter with the tem
perature turned down so low." 

.. Because fuel costs so much, this leaves us less, spending 
more at home. '' 

"You can use as much light as you have, your heat must be 
lower. Bus rides cost much more." 

Employment 
Employment was viewed as a problem that might affect 

them in the future, but did not appear to touch many right now. 
A few commented that it was difficult for them personally to 
find good-payingjobs. More often, they talked about the current 
problem of unemployment among teenagers in more abstract 
terms: 

''The percentage of unemployment among teenagers is one 
of the highest." 



"There are less and less jobs." 
"Hard for teenagers to find good part-time employment 

(good jobs)." 
A strong majority, though, focused on the potential difficul

ties with employment. Some were concerned that they would 
not be able to afford to go to college if they were unable to find 
employment while seeking higher education: 

"If there isn't any jobs, we won't be able to earn our way 
through college and our parents may not have a job to 
support us.'' 

"If you want future schooling, you wouldn't have any 
money to go.'' 

Others were more concerned that when they finish high school 
or post-secondary education, the job market will be very tight: 

"The good career opportunities are filled, can't go into 
careers that we want because there isn't any market, but 
have to go into a field with good job demand.'' 

"Since there is a high rate of unemployment now, there 
wouldn't be any jobs left later." 

"We are getting to the age that we need more money." 

"We will be entering the working world in the near future 
and it could be tough." 

"There are jobs if you look for them, but you need more 
education to get a good job. As the economy gets worse, 
there might be no jobs for young people.'' 

"There's no trouble getting a job right now. The jobs are 
below you, like dishwashing, cooking, working at 
Wendy's or McDonalds. It doesn't affect us too badly 
until we are out of college." 

For a few, the issue of unemployment provoked a diatribe 
against ''foreigners'' and ''welfare chiselers'' who benefit from 
the sweat of the students or their parents: 

"Lack of jobs for American citizens. Paying more attention 
to minority groups and foreigners." 

"There are a lot of jobs, but the problem is that a lot of 
people just sit on their butts and get checks from the 
government. '' 

"We're all employed, but are upset about the adults that 
don't work and just report to welfare without trying their 
hardest to get a job." 



Section II: 

ENERGY 

"We often talk about who is paying 
for gas on a Saturday night when 
we are cruzszng to pick up 
chicks.'' 

The youth poll respondents identified energy as one of the 
major national issues which directly affected them at this point 
in their lives. The other public issues discussed in the preceding 
section- the draft and unemployment- have been addressed 
in previous youth polls. The poll entitled "Youth's Views on 
Work," conducted in 1977, addressed the issue of youth unem
ployment. The draft was the topic of a 1980 poll entitled 
"Youth's Views on National Service and the Military Draft." 
While the majority of respondents indicated that the energy 
situation was of concern, the depth and extent of that concern 
was less clear. We asked several questions about (I) the amount 
of personal time devoted to thinking about energy and (2) the 
extent to which the topic was discussed in the peer group. 

PERSONAL AND PEER GROUP REACTIONS 
TO THE ENERGY PROBLEM 

The respondents were rather evenly divided between those 
who devote some time thinking and talking about the energy 
situation and those who do not. Specifically, the questions 
posed were, "Do you personally spend much time thinking 
about the energy situation?" and "Do you and your friends 
think much about the energy situation? If yes, what part of it?" 

Concern About Energy 
Among those who stated that they did think and talk about 

the problem, many indicated that it wasn't constantly on their 
minds but that they were occasionally reminded of it. What 
usually jarred them into thinking about energy was a trip to the 
gas station: 
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"It depends on what your gas tank reads. It depends on cost 
of gas, whether or not I am buying the gas." 

"We have to fill up the car with gas and put out money 
for it.'' 

"Yeah, about gas when gas tank is empty and you can't go 
anywhere.'' 

"We often talk about who is paying for gas on a Saturday 
night when we are cruising to pick up chicks.'' 

"Yes. If we do at all it's about the price of gas. But usually 
no, because we don't really care. We've got enough things 
to think about the way it is." 



"Gas prices, how mom and pop let you drive less." 
"Everytime we go to the gas pumps, it breaks me." 
For a few (three groups) buying gas jolted them into consid

ering the possible reasons for and long-term consequences of an 
oil shortage: 

"When I fill up my car, I think of possible alternatives, 
causing a war over wanting to make money through 
energy. May be better and safer way, but not used because 
of greed." 

"We think the oil shortage is all a hoax. We feel there will 
be enough gas as long as we're willing to pay the price. We 
really don't think of ways to stop the high price. Well, we 
think about it, but what can we do besides not waste gas? 
Maybe when we're older, we can get more involved in 
energy conservation.'' 

A few groups indicated that they held more wide-ranging 
discussions about energy use and conservation and the thorny 
political problems inherent in solving this issue: 

"All of it, but basically the lack of politics to solve the 
problems." 

"Whose hands it is in. Why government gives people with 
power control over it. And changing our resources to the 
sun! And wind! Profits of such huge amounts and such 
outlandish prices. Pump gas, not Israel!" 

"Stupidity of people and government and past. What we 
would do as individuals to improve the situation." 

"It affects almost every aspect of U.S. life - defense, 
economy.'' 

Only one group expressed serious concerns about the future of 
energy resources, and they said: 

"I guess we talk about it because we are worried about our 
future and what the world will be like in a few years. It's a 
rather frightening subject.'' 

For the vast majority, the trip to the gas station highlighted 
the spiraling costs of energy and its immediate affect on their 
pocketbook and mobility. 

Warnings, threats, and complaints from parents were the 
other main impetus to thinking about energy: 
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"Parents are always running around screaming to shut off 
the lights." 

''I'm sick of hearing my parents telling me how much every
thing costs. My parents get so mad about the heating 
bills." 

"Sometimes we hear about energy at home." 

"We don't realize what's going on 
and don't care.'' 

Who Cares? 
The other half of the respondents, those who stated that they 

don't think about the energy problem, justify their position with 
the familiar theme of disinterest and impotence regarding public 
issues. There were three major reasons for this lack of concern 
about energy. First, some argued that since they cannot have 
any impact in solving or lessening the problem, there was little 
point in thinking about it. A lack of efficacy was the key theme 
here: 

"It won't do any good to think about it." 
"It's better to spend time thinking about other things." 
"We don't realize what's going on and don't care." 
"There's nothing we can do about it." 
"We aren't directly affected and somebody else can get the 

ulcers and grey hair." 
"We personally can do nothing to solve this big issue." 
"Somebody else can worry about it." 

Another theme was that it was an insignificant and irrelevant 
topic: 

"No, we never talk about it, it's a waste of energy!" 
"No, very minor topic of conversation. It's like talking 

about dog food or something." 
One group put it even more succinctly: 

"Who cares??" 



The other justification was that the energy issue did not 
affect them much during their teenage years. Just as political 
participation and voting were viewed as adult concerns, energy 
was also put in this category: 

''Our parents are the ones who have to worry about it 'cause 
they get the bills, we don't." 

''We have school on our mind, that's our worry.'' 

"Right now, we're not paying the bills so we don't think 
about it.'' 

''No, because right now we are at the time of life where we 
don't really need to concern ourselves because our parents 
watch out and provide for us." 

"No. Why? There are other things to talk about. It's not a 
big thing to us because we have a few years to wait until we 
have to worry.'' 

"No, don't think it affects us until we have to pay gas and oil. 
bills." 

VOLUNTARY AND REQUIRED CHANGES IN 
ENERGY USE 

We asked students to respond to a set of questions regarding 
changes they have been forced to make and those which they 
had voluntarily made as a result of the energy crisis. The results 
indicated that students were not able to make clear distinctions 
between the two. Driving less was overwhelmingly mentioned 
as the change that they had voluntarily made, but it was also the 
most frequent "forced" change. Thermostat regulation was the 
second major change, both forced and voluntary, that students 
had made. Many felt that they were forced to "freeze" in 
school, though a substantial number said that they voluntarily 
dressed in warmer clothes, further indicating that what appeared 
unjust to some was accepted with good will and flexibility by 
others. A number of respondents were able to express the inex
tricable interaction between voluntary and involuntary changes: 

''We have stopped driving so much voluntarily, but we were 
forced to because of the price of gas." 

"Drive less, lower thermostat, tum out lights, higher costs 
have forced 'voluntary' changes in energy use.'' 

''To keep waterbed temperature 
down, turn off TV, can't leave 
light on or curling iron. Can't use 
hair dryer in morning. No volun
tary changes. Can't have stereo 
on all night. Turn off lights when 
not in room. I don't take 24-hour 
driving marathons.'' 

The changes that respondents perceived as forced on them 
tended to be confined to minor inconveniences. Reductions in 
the amount of money devoted to entertainment and personal 
grooming were the major cutbacks: 

"Less driving, less entertainment, boring life, reduced 
speed limits." 
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"Cut back on driving. Have to drink more and drive less. 
Can't afford to go out in the country to kegs and party. We 
should drink in town to save money.'' 

"To keep waterbed temperature down, tum off TV, can't 
leave light on or curling iron. Can't use hair dryer in the 
morning. No voluntary changes. Can't have stereo on all 
night. Tum off lights when not in room. I don't take 24-
hour driving marathons.'' 

The responses regarding voluntary changes were stated in less 
egocentric and selfish terms, further indicating that it may be all 
a matter of perception as to whether a change is or isn't volun
tary. The more mature, cooperative young person probably 
views reductions in energy use as a necessary and reasonable 
reaction to a serious problem. The more self-centered young 
person may feel more often that external forces arbitrarily re· 
quire him to change his behavior, and hence resents these 
changes. 

"Carpool, wear more sweaters, share cost for gas, hug a 
friend, ride the bus." 

"Turning off the lights by yourself." 
"It seems we walk more instead of driving, looking for 

cheaper food to buy. Don't come into town as much." 
"Drive a lot less. But at our age, we never drove when gas 

was a quarter. '' 

Driving to School 
We asked Youth Poll participants to react to a proposed 

mandatory change in their energy use. The question posed was: 
One proposal for cutting energy use would be to forbid 
students to drive cars to school. What do you think of this 
proposal? 
The overwhelming majority of Youth Poll respondents were 

opposed to the proposal that students be forbidden to drive cars 



to school. One group bluntly summed it up, "You've got to be 
nuts." They had three main objections: (I) that the proposal is 
arbitrary and authoritarian, (2) that it is discriminatory since it is 
aimed only at teenagers, and (3) that no alternative transporta
tion is available, particularly for after-schooljobs and extracur
ricular activities. About 10 percent supported the proposition 
with most of the students arguing for some modifications and 
exceptions. This included schools providing other forms of 
transportation. 

"Very good idea if they had buses to take us home if we stay 
after, but bussing has been part of the cutbacks we have 
had to make. " 

"Provide school buses with good sound systems that play 
KQ92 or KlOl, roll down windows, and allow smoking. 
Comfortable seats, too, and we'll be glad to take them." 

Only a handful ofrespondents could find any merit in this plan. 
"All of us think it's a good idea. They would be buying 

motorcycles, though. There would be less crime, drugs, 
and accidents.'' 

''It makes sense, but we're against it because we all drive to 
school and enjoy it immensely." 

"I think it would be a good idea because it doesn't hurt the 
kids to ride a bus." 

''If we pay for the gas and every
thing, we should be able to make 
our own decisions.'' 

The strongest objection to the proposal was that it was unjust to 
exert such control over student lives. The proposal was viewed 
as an infringement of a person's legal rights: 

"B.S. Bolshevik storytelling. That's communism, it's con
trolling our lives. Makes participation in school and after
school activities and jobs also out." 

"If we pay for the gas and everything, we should be able to 
make our own decisions." 

"Does our driving to school really make a noticeable dent in 
the U.S.'s energy use? Infringing on students" rights and 
our rights as citizens.'' 

"No way! It's our own choice to drive if we have the money 
for it. It's no one else's business. Less extracurricular 
activities would result." 

Students also felt that the proposal to limit their driving was 
discriminatory based only on their age and not on other factors. 

"Forbid parents from driving to work then. Just as much 
right to drive as parents do. We have places to go, too." 

"No! We have just as much of a right to drive to school as 
parents do to drive to work. Yes, if parents and business 
men are restricted proportionately.'' 

"Dumb, fantastic. No one should arbitrarily be told who can 
drive and who can't especially on the basis of age. People 
going to work should be forced to carpool, it would be 
better.'' 

"If people realized this themselves instead of government 
intervention. Coupons and rationing would be better than 
the higher price of gas." 
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"It's not fair to pick on students. Everyone should have to 
cut down." 

Students also argued that a plan to forbid students from driving 
to school was simply not viable in terms of logistics. They 
argued that teenagers are busy people, with obligations and 
responsibilities, including after-school sports, extracurricular 
activities, and after-school employment. Also, they noted flexi
ble school scheduling means that students do not all arrive and 
leave at the same time. Students are thus concerned about cur
tailing outside activities, losing jobs, and wasting time waiting 
for school buses or other forms of transportation. 

"This is short-sighted. Are we to ride our bikes? That isn't 
practical. We don't like this proposal. Some people have a 
valid need to drive to school because of jobs, etc. Taking 
this away would be overly regulatory (authoritarian)." 

"There is no late bus, so people still have to get home after 
sports.'' 

"It sucks. Some people have to stay after school sometimes 
and they can't have their parents picking them up all the 
time.'' 

"If you don't have a bus to get you there, you drive. They 
have a two-mile limit for busing and this isn't fair. It's hard 
to walk two miles every day, but still no bus, so these 
people drive." 

"We don't think that would work too good. There are 
classes where students are dismissed earlier than others to 
go to work. If they don't have transportation, then they are 
out of a job and out some money. Students wouldn't be 
able to work until after-school hours which would be more 
difficult on them while attending school. They would also 
have to, more than likely, depend on their parents which 
no one likes to do. We think this would cause more 
chances of students dropping out of school so they could 
keep their jobs. " 

Anticipated Changes in the Next Decade 
The changes students anticipate making in their lives during 

the next 10 years because of the energy situation are neither 
drastic nor major. Less driving, a change which most students 
indicated they already have made, was most frequently cited. 
The use of alternate energy sources, primarily solar energy, was 
the next most frequent response. Students also predicted that 
they would be driving smaller, more economical and energy
efficient cars. Alternatives to automobile transportation and 
housing were also envisioned. Students indicated that they 
would become increasingly dependent on bicycles, mopeds, 
and public (mass) transportation. In the area of housing, a few 
respondents suggested that apartment living would be more 
prevalent, as would underground housing. A few rural groups 
anticipate that residential areas would need to be located closer 
to economic and commercial centers. This trend would concen
trate people in cities and towns, and, according to some re
spondents, limit both house and property size. 

A small number of groups, primarily suburban, suggested 
that the energy situation would demand changes in personal 
lifestyle. These students may be expressing an unwillingness to 
sacrifice or "give up" certain luxuries which some suburban 
students already have. The areas they predicted would be af
fected were travel and other leisure-time activities such as snow
mobiling. Also, a few groups anticipated changes in family 



structure, including having fewer children and waiting longer to 
marry in order to have time to earn and save money. 

While less driving, alternative energy sources, public trans
portation, high-density housing, and smaller families repre
sented the major responses by students, the range of 
single-group predictions was extensive and included moving 
south to conserve heat, sharing single-family dwellings with 
large numbers of people, and going to school for more years in 
order to get better paying jobs. 

One group eloquently summed up the profound changes 
they perceived that Americans must make for their very 
survival: 

''A total change in lifestyles or the country will disintegrate. 
Changes will be a more frugal standard of living, discov
ery of ultimate source of energy in next 10 years. People 
will strive for self-sufficiency in food, clothing, and 
energy.'' 

GOVERNMENT CONTROL VS. 
INDIVIDUAL INITIATIVE 

Students do anticipate the need for major and minor changes 
in personal and public use of energy in order to maintain an 
adequate standard of living and to avoid serious dislocations 
nationally and internationally. How these changes are to take 
place is less clear. Generally, two major strategies, the liberal 
and the conservative approaches, are advanced. We posed these 
in the following question: 

Some people have said that to solve the energy problem the 
government should have more control over private industry 
and individuals. Others say the government should do less 
and let individuals and private industry solve the problems 
its own way. Which approach do you favor and why? 
Overall, students slightly favored less governmental con-

trol. Rural and urban youth took this position with about 60 
percent arguing for letting individuals and private industry solve 
the problem in their own way, while a strong majority - 75 
percent- of suburban youth felt more government control is a 
more effective strategy. 

Responsibility of the Private Sector 
Those who felt that less control would be appropriate gave 

explanations which fell into three categories. The primary rea
son is that more government control leads us further down the 
path to totalitarianism of the right or the left. 

''If we let government control our businesses, we are going 
one step nearer to communism." 

Secondly, they argue that private enterprise will conserve 
energy without government intervention because this would be 
in their own best interest. 

"Government should have less control. Through new 
higher prices of raw and necessary goods, the companies 
will have to solve their problems anyway to keep from 
losing money. This way the government won't have to get 
involved." 

"We agree that the government should stay out of private 
industry. A more competitive free enterprise system is 
beneficial to the economy and this in itself will solve many 
problems. We've seen the destruction wrought by the gov
ernment's maternalistic approach to the economy." 
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Finally, some argued that the current level of government 
intervention is the very cause of the energy crisis. They sug
gested that a "hands off" policy could only help matters: 

''Government staying out of it because every time they get 
into something they raise taxes.'' 

''Do it ourselves. The more government you need, the more 
money you pay out." 

''Half and half- because the government will louse things 
up and then the people can straighten them out and the 
government can put the hand down on the people who get 
out of hand." 

''We favor the government acts to 
conserve energy because most 
people would think about their 
own comfort now instead of 
worrying about the future.'' 

More Government Control 
Students who advocated greater government control did so 

for several reasons. First, many believe that individuals and 
industries are not sufficiently motivated to conserve energy on 
their own. They see people as basically selfish and greedy; and 
having no incentives to act otherwise, they will pursue their 
narrow self-interest at the expense of others. 

"We don't like the idea of complete government control, 
but a little encouragement is needed by all." 

"If the people aren't forced to conserve, then they won't." 
"We favor government acts to conserve energy because 

most people would think about their own comfort now 
instead of worrying about the future.'' 

"Oil and gas companies need more [government control] 
because the price of gas would go so high you couldn't 
afford it. Other private indw,tries less, because otherwise 
small companies would never survive." 

"More control, windfall profit taxes on big oil companies, 
their profits are too high, should tax their profits." 

"Have total control over industry because industries don't 
care for people, just profit!!!" 

"More government control over businesses. Oil companies 
are crooks.' ' 

Second, more government control would lead to a more 
equitable distribution of energy. Without regulation, economic 
status would largely determine who had access to energy 
resources: 

"More control- that way everyone is more equal in the 
amount they use!'' 

''Rich people would get it all; they don't care about the little 
guy." 

Several groups also gave suggestions regarding the appro
priate role for government in solving the energy crisis. A few 
recommended that government concentrate on research and new 
resource development. Others felt that government should pass 
more laws, develop more stringent standards and set up regula
tions for particular industries. Several also thought that govern
ment should have more control over big industries and less 
control over smaller ones. 



Section Ill: 

THE 
CONGRES

SIONAL 
AWARD 
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''It gives the youth of our country an 
incentive to work hard and de
velop themselves and the country 
into something strong.'' 

A new youth program was established by Congress in 
November 1979 to offer young Americans an incentive to de
velop the character and leadership abilities necessary for active 
citizenship. The privately funded Congressional Award is an 
individual, noncompetitive program open to 14- to 23-year-olds 
who wish to participate in setting and meeting challenges in 
personal development, community service, and physical fit
ness. Since one of the goals of the program is to stimulate 
greater interest in public and community service, questions 
about it were included in this Youth Poll on government and 
public issues. 

Minnesota was chosen to be the pilot state for this new 
program. The staff and board of the Congressional Award were 
interested in learning whether Minnesota teenagers share their 
enthusiasm for the program's value. We, too, wondered if this 
approach to civic involvement and education would appeal to 
this age group. To this end, we asked the students a series of 
questions about their general reaction to the Congressional 
Award program and whether or not they would be interested in 
participating. 

The respondents were first given the following information: 
''Congress has recently approved a program called the Con

gressional Award to recognize outstanding achievement 
by young people. You can earn a bronze, silver or gold 
Congressional Medal for outstanding achievement in three 
areas: 

I. Community service (for example, tutoring, energy 
conservation) 

2. Exploration (backpacking, biking, sailing) 
3. Personal development (in most any area from knit

ting to karate)" 



YOUTHS' REACTION TO THE CONCEPT 

The respondents were about two to one (66 percent) in favor 
of the general idea of the Congressional Award with rural youth 
being slightly more in favor than urban and suburban youth. 

All respondents 
Rural 
Urban 
Suburban 

Faborable Responses 

Good idea Poor idea 
66% 34% 
72 28 
61 39 
63 37 

The reason most commonly cited in favor of the idea was 
that it would be an incentive to youth to strive for higher 
achievement. In some cases the emphasis was on it being an 
incentive toward personal accomplishment and improvement: 

"It gives a goal to work up to and it gives them the confi
dence that they can achieve something." 

"Would encourage achievement, an incentive to strive, to 
take capabilities to the limit." 

"Good idea. Some of the dummies are really pretty smart. 
They just need the goal to reach for." 

Some stated this idea a bit more cynically, however: 
" ... it's an effective method of operant conditioning.'' 
Nearly as often, the respondents could see the extended 

value of this program to the wider community and country. 
They explained this both in terms of understanding and concrete 
achievement on the part of young people. 

"It makes the younger generation more apt to be aware of 
what is going on in the country.'' 

"Will get youth involved - more chances to express how 
we feel and help get our ideas to the government.'' 

"People will put more effort into things like energy 
conservation." 

''Good idea because it gets students 
involved in things and emphasizes 
the good qualities of young peo
ple. There are not many awards 
that honor young people.'' 

They also saw the value of this program in helping to develop 
competent, conscientious leaders. 

''Could lead to a better community and more conscientious 
young adults." 

"It gives the youth of our country an incentive to work hard 
and develop themselves and the country into something 
strong.'' 

Finally, the Congressional Award was viewed as an impor
tant and praiseworthy way to give special recognition and honor 
to young people. 

"Good idea because it gets students involved in things and 
emphasizes the good qualities of young people. There are 
not many awards that honor young people.'' 
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''Good- because it shows the people they are doing a good 
job. Shows that all kids aren't worthless." 

"Good. Young people need awards, too. Shows that adults 
care about young people trying." 

Objections 
Among those who did not think the Congressional Award 

was a good idea, the most common reason, given by about 
one-half of those opposed to the program, was that it would be a 
waste of money. The name "Congressional Award" seemed to 
connote, to many, another government program (though it is 
operated without any government funds) and thus this complaint 
usually took the form of objecting to the use of tax dollars to 
fund it: 

"This is a poor idea if our taxes are involved. We already 
have too many useless government departments." 

"There's no need for it, and it's a waste of government 
resources when there's so many other crises going on." 

Dislike for the program was also tied to a general cynicism about 
government. 

"Money should be spent on better things. Don't think gov
ernment really cares about it, just a political move to make 
government look good." 

"Bad idea. They spend money to make the medals, and 
when they travel to the people to award the medals, they 
spend even more money.'' 



The only other fairly common objection to the award was 
that people should not have to be given awards to encourage 
achievement: 

''People should do things on their own, because they want to 
and for personal satisfaction, not to get some award to 
hang on their wall." 

A few groups expressed concern that the award would foster 
unhealthy competition between people: 

"Very poor idea. Encourages raw competitive associa
tion." 

"Good to recognize this, but it causes competition. Not a 
good idea, this society is too competitive as it is." 

Finally, some youth thought that the award might be given 
to so many people that it would lose any special meaning: 

"Poor idea because you can't really decide what is outstand
ing and you wind up giving out too many medals and they 
are not special anymore.'' 

''After some time the awards will be given out for the dumb
est reasons and everyone would have some medal or an
other. What would that prove? Now, if scholarships were 
offered!" 

"It depends on how it's presented. Is it presented sincerely 
- or do they just give out two or three billion plastic
coated ones?'' 

In summary, the young people's response to the general idea 
of the Congressional Award was quite positive. It was consid
ered a good idea by a 2: I ratio. Half of those opposed based 
their opposition on the mistaken assumption that it was a 
government-funded program. It must be emphasized, however, 
that approval of the concept was based only on the sparsest 
information. It is nonetheless useful to point out that at least the 
most immediate reaction by young people tends to be favorable. 

WHO WOULD PARTICIPATE IN THE 
CONGRESSIONAL AWARD PROGRAM? 

Students were then asked to speculate on the kinds of young 
people they thought would be attracted to the Congressional 
Award. The question posed was: 

What sort of people do you think would be most likely to try 
to earn such an award? What sort wouldn't?" 
The responses to this question were both enlightening and 

confusing- enlightening in how students categorize their peers 
and how ambivalent they are about ambition, achievement, and 
recognition; confusing as to their real opinion of those they think 
would try for a Congressional Award. 

The only clear conclusion that can be drawn is with regard to 
who they would not expect to try for an award. The major 
category is that of "apathetics" - lazy do-nothings who 
"don't care" much for themselves or anyone else. The next 
category, cited about half as often as the previous one, is made 
up of drug addicts and "bum-outs." Finally, there were two 
smaller categories of young people, those who are considered 
"too dumb" to be eligible or those "too rich" (or otherwise 
blessed) to need any further recognition. 

These categorizations would tend to suggest that only good 
and admirable youth are left to try for the award. This is not the 
case. The youth poll respondents provided a number of addi
tional distinctions than the "good-bad," "dry-drugged," 
"lazy-ambitious'' ones. There are five other categories of youth 
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whom the respondents felt might try for a Congressional Award. 
The first three categories were by far the largest, and were about 
equal in size. 

First was a category which is loosely defined as people who 
are "ambitious, energetic, outgoing, confident, achievers," as 
in the following: 

"People ambitious and willing to put forth the effort." 
"Aggressive, ambitious, hard-working people would try 

for it.'' 
"An outgoing person. A person who likes to work toward 

goals and achieve them.'' 
A second category of people who have similar characteris

tics, but appear quite differently to their peers are those often 
labeled as ''conceited, goody-goody brown-nosed big shots who 
are really into recognition" as in: 

"Self-centered, stuck-up bitches who think they're better 
than others and have to prove they're better by getting 
awards.'' 

"Obnoxious, boastful, and over-bearing goody-goodies. 
"People who believe in the media-induced ritual idea that if 

you're not 'somebody' (high achievers) you're not any
body." 

"People with large trophy cases." 
The third category, equal in size to the first two, was made up of 
the "brains," which appeared to be a positive label: 

"Scholars, scholastically capable students would be capa
ble of earning an award.'' 

More often, however, this category took on a negative connota
tion: 

"Studious and arrogant people who like positive strokes, 
are trying to prove something to themselves and others, 
and only enjoy meeting each other." 

"Smart kids with money and big heads with cardboard 
briefcases and high self-esteem.'' 

The preceding were mentioned most often, and were fol
lowed at some distance (but with a still substantial number) by a 
fourth category of people who might be labeled "concerned 
citizens:'' 

"People who want to help future generation. People who 
want to know that when the world comes to an end that 
they have tried as best they could." 

The final category, which emerged clearly was that of 
"jocks," generally considered to be individuals involved in 
sports and other school activities. 

There were some interesting differences between urban, 
rural, and suburban students. A few categories emerged almost 
exclusively from respondents within geographic areas. "Rich 
kids" was one such designation. This label was almost exclu
sively proffered by suburban students. The category of "con
ceited glory seekers ... '' was the largest category for suburban 
youth, but only the fourth, following "concerned citizens" 
among rural youth. It was the second largest category among 
urban youth, due in part because they included those who were 
seen as poor or minority youth who felt a need for some recogni
tion. This distinction was made only by urban youth. 

One also gets the clear impression that it is no picnic to be a 
high achiever or to seek recognition in a suburban high school. 
Being smart and getting good grades was more often given as an 



insult among suburban youth (as in "arrogant brains") than 
among rural or urban youth who commonly used more neutral 
terms ("A-student" or "intelligent"). 

Finally, one could not read the discussion reports without 
being disturbed by the number of vividly negative categories 
which teenagers have assigned to their peers. To name just a 
few: lazies, goody-goodies, prissies, bums, fries, freaks, burn
outs, saps, screw-ups, losers, brown-noses, teacher's pets, 
crazies, pinheads, dirtballs, and scumbags. Interestingly, and 
possibly significantly, all of the aforementioned terms were 
mentioned by suburban respondents. Urban respondents used 
only a few such categories or labels, and rural students virtually 
none. 

PERSONAL INTEREST IN PARTICIPATION 

After discussing the general concept of the Congressional 
Award and their impressions of those young people who would 
likely participate, the students were asked whether they would 
be interested in working for such an award. While two-thirds of 
the respondents had initially thought it was a good idea, only 
43 percent said they would be interested. Fifty-four percent said 
they would not participate and 3 percent were undecided. This 
suggests that they are able to see the importance of such a 
program apart from their personal interest in it. A few students 
offered explanations for their answers. For those who said that 
they were interested, their interest was dependent on whether 
the program met some, if not all, of the following qualifications 
and conditions. Participation would be more likely if: 

A. There were no regular meetings. 
B. There was no requirement to write essays and reports. 

C. The awards would go to people who tend not to regularly 
receive recognition. 
D. They had speciai talents and interests. 
E. There was a chance that they could actually win an 
award. 
F. The system of giving awards was fair. 

Those who said they would not participate in the Congressional 
Award program offered three major reasons: they are too busy, 
too lazy, or have alternative ways of gaining recognition. 

When the data was analyzed by area of residence, suburban 
youth were more likely to express interest than either the urban 
or rural youth. 

Would you be interested in participating in the Congres
sional Award? 

Yes No Not sure 
All respondents 43% 54% 3% 

Urban youth 36 6I 3 
Rural youth 38 60 2 
Suburban youth 51 46 3 

Finally, youth poll respondents were asked what other infor
mation they would need to know to be able to make an informed 
decision on whether to get involved in the Congressional Award 
program. The most frequent category of responses included 
requests for more specific information on how the program 
works. For example, they wanted to know exactly how much 
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work they would have to do, how much time it would take, 
where to apply for the program, who could participate, etc. 

ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS ABOUT THE PROGRAM 

Next most frequently, students wanted more information 
on the value of the award, both in monetary and social/ 
psychological terms. For those who dwelled on the monetary 
value of the award, they asked such questions as: 

"Is it gold plate? If it were pure gold, the two who said 
maybe would do it for sure." 

"It would depend on what the price of gold and silver was." 

''What good would it be if it only 
helped oneself, but wouldn't bene
fit others? !fit doesn't give others 
experience and you only keep the 
benefits to yourself, it is not very 
worthwhile.'' 

More frequently, though, was a concern about how others 
would view the social and psychological value of the Congres
sional Award. The following comments give the flavor of these 
questions: 

"What might seem exceptional, important to one person 
would be hard to determine by another. Medals would be 
unnecessary because what would you do with them? You 
should get money instead." 

''We wonder if the awards would really mean much to the 
governor giving the medals." 

"How competitive would it be? It would be better if there 
were a lot of awards because that would get a lot of youth 
involved. But if there were too many, it wouldn't mean 
much or be much of a challenge.'' 

"Would they be really proud of us or isn't it that big of a 
deal?'' 

Beside one concern about whether other youth and adults would 
view the award as a major achievement, one group of students 
raised a concern about whether the award would promote self
ishness or community concern: 

"What good would it be if it only helped oneself, but 
wouldn't benefit others? If it doesn't give others experi
ence and you only keep the benefits to yourself, it is not 
very worthwhile." 



Section IV: 

SUMMARY 
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MAJOR FINDINGS 

The last major ideas expressed by high school students in 
this poll included the following: 

Politics and the Elections 
1. The major reason for the voting rate among young adults 

being so low is this age group "doesn't care," "isn't inter
ested," and "doesn't know much about it." The reasons forthis 
apathy and ignorance were evenly divided between those 
placing the blame on the non-voters and those finding the fault 
in the political system itself. 

2. In contrast, 80 percent of the respondents themselves 
stated that they would vote in 1980 if they were eligible. Only 25 
percent thought they would be active as adults in such political 
activities as doing volunteer work, attending caucuses, fund
raising, etc. 

3. Less than half (47 percent) of the respondents identified 
themselves with either the Democratic or Republican parties. 
Twenty-three percent said they were Independents and 31 per
cent were not sure of any party affiliation. 

4. While a majority agreed that the current voting age of 18 
was appropriate, about 40 percent said it should be either raised 
or lowered. Approximately one-fourth of suburban youth 
thought it should be raised to 21. Arguments for a particular 
voting age centered on when respondents thought a person be
came an adult and what defined adulthood. The other key theme 
was that the franchise is a privilege which should be granted to 
people on the basis of their knowing and caring about politics, 
whenever that occurs. 

5. The majority believed their parents were better informed 
than they were about the Presidential candidates and the issues 
because their parents are more directly affected by them. 

6. The respondents had an overwhelmingly negative reac
tion to the term "politics." To them it is corrupt, deceptive, and 
most of all, boring. 

7. A large majority thought that none of the candidates for 
President in 1980 would have much constructive impact toward 
solving the nation's problems. Their reasons for this position 
were that: ( 1) the problems facing the country are very deep and 
(2) none of the candidates were sufficiently charismatic or 
capable. 

8. The draft was the issue of most intense concern to the 
respondents, with energy following. 

Energy 
1. About half the respondents said they occasionally think 

about and discuss the energy problem with their friends. The 
problem is brought to their attention primarily when they buy 



gasoline. Those who don't devote much time and thought to the 
energy issue felt either impotent to do anything about it or 
unaffected by it right now. 

2. The main voluntary or mandatory changes students had 
made as a result of the energy problem was driving less and 
being in less well-heated buildings. 

3. Students were overwhelmingly opposed to the proposi
tion that students be forbidden to drive cars to school because it 
was arbitrary and unjust, discriminated against teenagers, and 
was not practical. 

4. The changes students anticipate making in the next I 0 
years are neither drastic nor major. They predicted they would 
drive smaller cars, drive less, and use alternative energy 
sources. 

5. Students were slightly more in favor of letting individ
uals and private industry solve the energy problem in their own 
ways rather than having more government control. 

The Congressional A ward 
I. This new youth program, established to stimulate the 

development of character and leadership abilities, was viewed 
in a positive light by approximately two-thirds of the 
respondents. 

2. Those who favored it suggested that it would encourage 
young people to strive for higher achievement, improve youth's 
understanding of public issues, develop conscientious leaders, 
and give special recognition to youth. Those opposed thought it 
would be a waste of tax money (although, in reality, the pro
gram is privately funded) and that people shouldn't have to be 
given outside awards to encourage achievement. 

3. Respondents were clearer about which types of young 
people would not likely join the Congressional Award than 
those who would. Apathetic and chemically dependent youth 
were likely to have little interest. Ambitious, energetic, confi
dent young people and tho;e with scholarly interests were felt to 
be more likely to participate. These responses reveal a good deal 
of ambivalence about achievement, recognition, and scholar
ship. 

4. Forty-three percent said they would be interested in par
ticipating in the Congressional Award. 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

A recurring theme in this poll was that many teenagers per
ceived themselves and their age mates as removed from and 
unaffected by national politics. Their reasons for this sense of 
remoteness from public issues have to do with a vision of them
selves as neither obligated to nor capable of civic participation. 
Today's adolescents have, in large measure, accepted the notion 
that they are immune from responsibility for active citizenship 
until they are adults. Over and over again, they told us that 
involvement and interest in the larger public arena were "for 
adults only.'' Some argued that even the voting age should be 
raised so that youth can have a little more time to gain the 
maturity and perspective needed for social and political action. 
Others suggested that their current sense of apathy and impo
tence may be just a temporary state of affairs that will magically 
change when they become adults. 

Why did the idea that political involvement is not an appro
priate activity for teenagers replace the widely accepted view of 
the late 60's and early 70's that youth ought to have a role in 
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influencing public affairs? While some (Adelson, 1971) argue 
that political activism was never the norm among the great mass 
of teenagers, there is no question that the level of political 
activity and interest has declined over the past decade. One 
explanation is that the one crucial element in promoting activ
ism was the war in Vietnam. When that ended, political interest 
likewise evaporated. The intensity with which respondents dis
cussed the draft supports the proposition that war is the issue 
around which youth will become politically engaged. 

A second explanation is that young people are merely re
flecting the dominant mood of American adults toward public 
affairs. As described earlier, adults feel even more dissatisfied 
with the direction of the country than do adolescents. The pub
lic's confidence in the leadership of almost every major institu
tion has plummeted in the past decade. For example, in 1966, 6! 
percent of Americans expressed a great deal of confidence in the 
military; by 1979, only 33 percent expressed that same degree of 
confidence (Shaver, 1980). Yet, this frustration and disappoint
ment with political and economic events has not generally pro
duced a great deal of political activism on the part of adults. The 
main exceptions are the taxpayers' revolt and the "new right." 
More often, the response to the discouraging state of the nation 
is for people to tum inward and isolate themselves further from 
larger social issues. Youth may simply be adopting adult 
models. 

Another reason for the apathy, distaste, and disinterest ex
pressed by the respondents toward politics may relate to the 
focus on national government, national candidates, and national 
issues. There is some evidence that youth have more interest in 
social issues that are closer to them. For example, in a recent 
Youth Poll on National Service and the Draft (Hedin, 1980), 
youth named a dizzying variety of problems that they thought 
they could do something about. The most frequent focus of this 
youthful energy was on problems of children and adolescents
academic problems, delinquency, vandalism, drug and alcohol 
abuse, etc. Because young people are so isolated from the world 
outside of schools and peers, issues such as voting in national 
elections and dealing with the energy crisis seem extremely 
remote. 

There may be many more factors than those named here that 
account for the new trend which finds young people withdraw
ing from national political interest and activism. Nevertheless, 
the trend itself has important implications for schools and youth
serving agencies that are responsible for civic education. It ap
pears that lack of information and knowledge about public 
affairs is not the dominant problem. This study confirms what a 
number of others have concluded, that youth are reasonably 
well-informed on political issues. Schools and the media appear 
to have achieved moderate success in purveying information to 
youth. Yet this information has not had the desired effect of 
increasing youth's motivation to act as responsible, informed 
citizens. 

A key element in achieving this end is to increase youth's 
sense of their political efficacy, i.e., that their involvement is 
needed and that it can make a difference. A variety of programs, 
all with the common denominator of giving youth direct experi
ence and opportunities for reflection on social problems and 
public issues, have achieved success. The Close Up program, in 
which high school students spend a week in Washington talking 
with key government officials and then continue to study and 
involve themselves with local government, is one useful ap-



proach. The experience of meeting, interacting, and working 
with elected and appointed government leaders has the effect of 
decreasing stereotypes such ''they're all crooks'' and increasing 
teenagers' belief that their views will be heard. Community 
service programs, in which teenagers provide needed, tangible 
help to children, troubled teenagers, the elderly, the handi
capped, etc., also promote political and social efficacy. The 
chance to make a difference in someone else's life is a necessary 
first step before adolescents can feel they can have an influence 
on larger, more abstract issues. Finally, programs to specifi
cally promote leadership skills in youth, such as the National 
Leadership Conference, have had success in enhancing school 
and civic involvement. 2 The proposed program of national 
service, which would provide an opportunity for youth to give a 
year of community service in this country or abroad, is still 
another approach to moving young adults toward the National 
Council on the Social Studies' goal of developing young adults 
who will say: "I know what's going on, I'm part of it, and I'm 
doing something about it." 

2Moredctails about these program approaches arc available in a forthcoming special issue 
of Child and Youth Services, ''Experiential Education and Youth Participation'' edited by 
Dan Conrad and Diane Hedin, to be published in Fall 1981. 
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Appendix A: 

MINNESOTA 
YOUTH POLL 

Cover sheet: 

We would like some infonnation about the members of your discussion group. 
Number of students in each grade: 9th __ JOth __ Jlth __ l2th __ 

Number of females ----
Number of males ----

Name of your school or organization -------------------------

Instructions for the recorder (do not read to group) 
The recorder's job is most important. We are extremely interested in your ideas. But unless your writing is 

clear and the record is as complete as possible, we cannot make use of your remarks. 
Your job is to write down as much as possible of what is being said during the group discussion. Don't 

decide what would be important for us to know about- record as much as you can about what people said in 
the way they said it. 

(Please read this to your group) 
For your ideas and opinions to be useful, we must be able to read about and understand what was said 

during the discussion. 
Try to make it easy for the recorder to write down your comments by talking slowly and clearly. This does 

not mean that your ideas need to be well thought out or carefully worded, although that would help. Also, you 
don't have to agree with each other. In fact, we are just as interested in disagreements. 

You can start the discussion now by reading the first question on the next page. 

Page 1: 
I. When you think of politics, what words come to your mind to describe it? 
2. How many in your group consider yourselves to be a Democrat __ (write # 

a Republican __ an Independent __ Not sure__ in space) 

3. Currently people can vote when they turn 18. What do you think is the right age for people to be able to 
vote and why? 

Page 2: 
I. In the past Presidential elections, only about 16% of 18-20 year olds bothered to vote. This was the lowest 

percentage of any age group. Why do you think this happened? 
2. If you could vote in this year's Presidential election, would you do it? 
3. Do you think you will be active in politics when you are older? This might include doing volunteer work 

for a political party, attend precinct caucuses; run for office, etc. 

Page 3: 
I. There has been a great deal of public debate during this election year about the big issues facing the 

country. Which of these "big" issues (energy, unemployment, draft) affect you? How do they affect you? 
2. Do you think that the next President, whoever he is, can really make a difference in solving the problems of 

our country? In which areas could he make a difference? 
3. Do you think you know as much about the Presidential candidates and the issues as your parents do? Why 

or why not? 
4. Do you personally spend much time thinking about the energy situation? 
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Page 4: 
1. The energy crisis has caused changes in how we live. Some changes have been forced on us and some have 

been made voluntarily. 
a) What changes have you been forced to make? 
b) What changes have you made voluntarily? 

2. One proposal for cutting energy use would be to forbid students to drive cars to school. What do you think 
of this proposal? 

Page 5: 
1. Some people have said that to solve the energy problem the government should have more control over 

private industry and individuals. Others say the government should do less and let individuals and private 
industry solve the problems its own way. Which approach do you favor and why? 

2. What changes do you see yourself having to make in the next ten years because of the energy problem? 
3. Do you and your friends talk much about the energy situation? If yes, what part of it? 

Page 6: 
Congress has recently approved a program called the Congressional Award to recognize outstanding achieve
ment by young people. You can earn a bronze, silver or gold Congressional Medal for outstanding achieve
ment in three areas: 
l. Community Service (for example, tutoring, energy conservation). 
2. Exploration (backpacking, biking, sailing). 
3. Personal Development (in most any area from knitting to karate). 
l. In general, does the Congressional Award strike you as a good idea or a poor one? Please explain your 

answer briefly. 
2. What sort of people do you think would be most likely to try to earn such an award? What sort wouldn't? 
3. Given what you know about it now, would the people in your group be interested in working for such an 

award? (list number "yes" and number "no"). 
What other information would you need to help you decide? 
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