
4 THE SIDEKICK
november 2015

As freshmen transition to sophomores and as sopho-
mores transition to juniors, success-driven students in-
creasingly begin to stand apart from the majority. 

There are many facets that make up a modern day high 
school “success”. These include a high grade point average 
(and a subsequently high class rank), a good Scholastic 
Aptitude Test (SAT) score and participation in clubs and 
extracurriculars. The pressure to balance these scholastic 
aspects along with friends, family and personal life leaves 
many students overwhelmed and begging the question: 
what sacrifices do I have to make to be an academic suc-
cess story?

“The types and amounts of pressure [on students] have 
definitely increased,” Coppell High School Principal Mike 
Jasso said. “There tends to be a culture of competitiveness 
[at CHS] and that can be healthy. But when taken to an 
extreme, what happens sometimes to some of the kids here 
at the high school, is that they don’t lead a balanced life-
style. They lose perspective on the importance of academ-
ics; there is also a need for social and emotional well being.”

Jasso said the pressures students experience today are 
much higher than the pressures on students “even five 
or 10 years ago”. In recent years, being an “A” student has 
become not just common, but it has become the norm 
amongst highly achieving students. 

The GPA cutoff for that class of 2016’s top 10 percent 
remains at 5.40, according to Naviance Career and College 
Readiness Platform. There have also been record breaking 
numbers of students achieving the title of National Merit 
Finalist or Semifinalist, with 36 this year alone. 

“We do have kids [at CHS] who choose to challenge 
themselves for very genuine and very good reasons by 
taking large numbers of Advanced Placement classes,” 
Jasso said. “Pressure, in and of itself, can be a positive thing 
when it is handled well. .” 

Although working hard certainly bears fruits, students 
who aspire to graduate in the top of their class claim to be 
feeling the pressures of “making it big” academically.

“There is a lot of stress with homework,” top five percent 
junior Meghna Suresh said. “I feel like teachers are not even 
giving us any time between the all-nighters we pull. It’s like, 
you go to school, you go home, you start your homework 
right away and you are still pulling an all-nighter. If teach-
ers give us lessons to do at home, and a project to do on top 
of that, how are we supposed to finish it all? Imagine that 
times seven. That’s our workload.” 

Jasso encourages teachers to be mindful of this work-
load and guide students on their journey for a valuable, 
meaningful education. 

“[Teachers should] be mindful of the amount of work 
[they assign],” Jasso said. “As a principal I would say, let’s 
assign work that is meaningful and necessary versus busy 
work..”

Suresh describes her struggle to keep the balance be-
tween her core class work and her extracurricular activi-
ties, which include choir and Health Occupations Students 
of America (HOSA). 

“Choir is very intense,” Suresh said. “You have to perform 
your level best even if you have a test the next period. Ex-
tracurriculars totally put us to a standard; even though they 
should be relieving our stress, they are still adding to it.”

Suresh notes that another addition to the weight on stu-

dents’ shoulders is the grade-centric environment of high 
school, specifically CHS. 

“There are cliques at our school based solely on ranks,” 
Suresh said. “You are popular, among your group, if you 
have a high enough rank. You are looked at as almost godly; 
everyone respects you. If you [don’t], people treat you like 
crap.”

Although most of this affinity for higher ranking  seems 
to be centered around the students, Suresh says that teach-
ers contribute to the division as well. 

“Some teachers are emphasizing grades more than 
learning and I feel like it should be the opposite,” Suresh 
said. “Students should want to come to school to learn the 
material, not to get a certain grade. ”

From the multifaceted standpoint of grades, Suresh says 
parents play an extremely important role in the amount of 
pressure on their children. 

“How do you pay back your parents for all they do for 
you?” Suresh said. “You pay them back by making them 
happy. How do you make your parents happy? By getting 
good grades. Their identity is based on their grades.”

Though the outlook of some students may be that re-
ducing academic pressures, homework and course intensity 
may benefit the student body, teachers of these high inten-
sity courses do not necessarily agree. 

Advanced Placement U.S. History (APUSH) teacher 
Diane de Waal, for example, says that her class, being one 
of the most material intensive ones at the high school, pre-
pares kids for what they will face in higher education and 
future jobs. 

“I have taught for over 25 years and [high school] is 
much more intense now, I agree with that,” de Waal said. 
“The sad part of that is that it leads people to make poor 
choices. I really do not know where that pressure comes 
from but it seems to bring out the worst in people.”

De Waal and her team of APUSH teachers rigorously 
plan the homework schedule to try and give students peri-
ods where they do not have the usually daily reading home-
work. 

“I don’t think I would [make any changes to the [College 
Board material],” de Waal said. “You have to understand the 
scope of history from beginning to where we are now. The 
material is pretty condensed, if not too simplified.” 

In 2007, de Waal’s daughter, Caitlin, graduated ranked 
No. 5 from CHS, so the former AP Human Geography 
teacher has had a firsthand taste of the high expectations 
from top students. 

“For those who want to get to the top of society both eco-
nomically and socially, you are going to have to work to get 
there,” de Waal said. “That is really the American mantra.”

Regardless of the workload, de Waal says that the col-
laboration and material learned in high school can translate 
to the rest of a student’s life, shaping their experience college 
and in future jobs.

“In [AP U.S. History], for example, it is really about who 
we are as Americans and the role that we play in the world,” 
de Waal said. “It is about training your brain to be who you 
want to be.”

As far as academic pressures are concerned, Jasso advises 
students to seek support of teachers, parents and counselors 
in their endeavors to rise to the top. 

“Ultimately, [students] have to continue to reevaluate 
their situation to determine: is this goal still my goal and is it 
a worthy goal and I am willing to pay the price to reach that 
goal,” Jasso said. “That gets back to having a support system 
and involving parents in [academic] decisions.”
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