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Italian-American Educational Profile
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Urban Italian-American Youths
Experiencing High Drop-out Rates

By Joseph Wakelee-Lynch

Guidepost Stuff Writer

Italian-American students in New
York City are dropping out of high
school in large numbers, and the
cause, according to counsclor and
psychologist Joseph V. Scelsa, is cul-
tural.,

Negative stereotypes, traits of the
urban underclass and even family
traditions are contributing to  lowor
than usual high school graduation
rates of urban Italian-Americans. he
added.

The New York Times cited a City
University of New York studv that
found that 20.7 percent of [talian-
American students in New York City
will not complete high school. That
represents the third-highest drop-out
rate among ethnic groups, preceded
by that of Hispanic students, at 31.8
percent, and blacks, at 24.5 percent.

Scelsa, a founder of the N.Y. branch
of the American Mental Health
Counselors Association,as well as a
past recipient of its “Counselor of the
Year” award, has worked for mqre
than 10 years on education issues re-
lated to Italian-Americans. He told
Guidepost that Italians have been
viewed by most people as another of
the white European immigrant groups
that, after more than a century of im-
migration, have “made it” in Amer-
ican society. His warnings about drop-
out rates and poor education for Ital-
ians, therefore, have been overlooked
orignored, he said. “I felt like a voice
in the wilderness for quite some time, "
he admitted.

Scelsa, the director of John D. Co-
landra Italian-American Institute of
the City University of New York, said
that Italians in urban settings are part
of “a developing urban underclass.”
While many assume thev've mado it,
urban Italians arc confronted by is-
sues that other ethnic groups in cities
face: lack of role models. stereotyp-
ing and economic pressure.

Italian-American students in the
cities, Scelsa said, have few role
models in professions to relate to.
Stercotvpes-——Ualians portraved as
mafiosi, buffoons. or as swaggering
and anti-intellectual personalities,
such as the comedian Andrew “Dice”
Clay. he noted-—reinforce the lack of

positive role models. And whoen i
children try to imitate their parents’
way of life, thev are, in elfect, choos-
ing a lifestvle that serves to keep them
trapped in the urban underclass.
Scelsa said one of the greatest ob-
stacles students face is in the lalian-
American community itself: the fam-
ilv. The family is a “primary vari-
able.,” he said, in influencing the
choices of voung people. A strong
family can inhibit the development
of young people if choices involving
occupational mobility elicit the psy-
chological pain of separation. Scelsa
notes a kind of social isolation re-
sulting in decreased options when
people are unable—or choose not —

Italians in urban settings are
part of “a developing urban
underclass,” said Scelsa.

to tunction outside what he called
their “ethnic enclaves.” ,

Another obstacle Scelsa faced while
trying to heighten public awareness
of these problems is la bella figura,
the good image. Many in the com-
munity have believed it important to
present only a good picture of ftalian-
Americans to the outside world. To
some Italian-Americans, Scelsa re-
called, “"going public with this infor-
mation was [just] about sacrilegious.
ButIsaid if we don’t go public, we're
not going to get any help.”

The Colandra Institute offers a
counseling service to Italian-Ameri-
can students and has been working
with the New York State Mentoring
Program and with Matilda R. Cuomo.
honorary chairwoman of the State
Council on Children and Families and
the wife of Gov. Mario M. Cuomo,
The institute attempts to increase
students’ access to cducation and
provides mentors from varied profes-
stonal ftields. And Scelsa added that
prominent members of the commu-
nitv and ftalian-American cultural
societies have contributed to schol-
arship programs to benefit the stu-
dents. “Large numbers of people,”
Scelsa said, “when they understand
[the drop-out problem] are now will-
ing to give something back.”



