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Guest Speech (June 22, 2001)

U.S. Higher Education: A Comparative Perspective
Samuel M. Shepherd

Thank you very much for inviting me to speak to you today. It's an honor to
be here. I would like to talk about higher education, focusing on the United States,
but also comparing the characteristics of the two systems (Japan and the U.S.) and
then finally looking at some of the issues that we face in U.S. higher educatioﬁ,
some of which are shared with Japan. Before 1 start, let me say that one of the
reasons | am here is that the Tokyo Fulbright office is making a particular effort to
encourage people to participate in the celebrations of the Fiftieth Anniversary of
the Fulbright Program in Japan. We have already begun a number of events
commemorating our 50 years in Japan, with several events planned for May of
2002. We will be having music and art festivals and a grand reception (May 25,
2002), all at the Tokyo International Forum in Yuraku-cho. I hope that you will

put it on your calendar.

o

Let me begin by commenting on some aspects of education in the United
States and Japan. As we all know, the educational system in Japan, as well as in a
few other countries, such as France and China, is extremely centralized. This is
in stark contrast to the United States. It's really hard to overemphasize this point.
Japanese who go to the U.S. often think that Department of Education is the same
as the Monbukagaku-sho here. In fact, their respective roles are very different.
The Ministry of Education controls education in a highly centralized way. The
Department of Education in the U.S. provides some guidelines but has almost no
teeth to enforce those guidelines, except on the issues of equal opportunity and
equal access.

A clearly defined national standard is a major characteristic of Japanese
education. In contrast, the lack of a national standard is a major characteristic of
the educational system in the U.S. Of course, both systems have pluses and
minuses. In Japan, students are guaranteed the same relatively high standard of
education within the compulsory education system, wherever they may live. The
same cannot be said of the U.S. Within the country, and even within one state,
you can find excellent school systems or quite poor ones. This diversity can have
its plusses and minuses. On the positive side, the American system responds to
the needs of the local area and even more to the needs of individuals. In Japan,
generally speaking, the educational system is wonderful for the vast majority of
the pupils in elementary and junior high school, but for those who have
exceptional ability, or those who have learning disabilities or have particular
problems with reading or writing, for example, the system does not seem to
respond adequately. At the same time, the educational system in Japan does
respond well to extreme cases of disability. At least in the Tokyo metropolitan
area, there are wonderful schools for those with pronounced physical and mental
disabilities.

The U.S. system often responds well to a great range of talent and ability. For
instance, many school districts in the U.S. have an extraordinary range of

programs for those with learning disabilities. There are also programs for those




with special talent, often called gifted programs, which are provided from
kindergarten thorough high school. Students are tested and interviewed to
qualify for these programs, which are quite competitive. In Japan, of course, this
would be very controversial.  Actually, these programs are not without
controversy in the U.S. Nevertheless, those programs are widely available in
most school districts.

For exceptionally capable students, many U.S. high schools offer AP courses
(Academic Placement Programs), which provide students with the opportunity to

take courses in high school for university credit. Most universities in the U.S.

recognize these credits, often in mathematics and the sciences, but sometimes

also in the humanities. As a result, students can go from high school to
university already having earned up to one semester's worth of credit. 1 think
something like that is unthinkable here.

In regard to socialization in school, Japan, of course, emphasizes teamwork, not
individual work. I went to a Japanese kindergarten and a few years of
elementary school in Sapporo. We were divided into groups and worked
together on things. When I was in nine years old, we went to California for one
year, and one of my first memories of the U.S. is of going to a public school in
Pasadena. I was doing some work and Mrs. Davis, my teacher, was walking
around, looking at work she had assigned us. I was trying to work with a some
of the kids around me, like I did in Sapporo. And Mrs. Davis said, "Samuel, you
are supposed to do this work on your own." I thought I was supposed to get help
from other people, but I quickly learned that in the U.S., students are socialized to
do things alone and individually.

Certainly one of the major characteristics of the school system in Japan is the
role of the tannin. teacher. There is really no equivalent in the U.S.  While the
tannin has considerable responsibility not only for school, but also for talking with
and visiting the parents, homeroom teachers in U.S. schools basically just give
announcements. Even on the weekends, the tannin are often responsible for

students in their class. This is unheard of in the U.S. In Japan, schools have a

much bigger role in general in society than in the U.S. In the U.S,, the role of the
school is restricted to the actual school day. Evenings and weekend community
activities are the parents' responsibility. Students don't come to school in the
evening and on the weekends in the U.S. like they do here. After we moved to
Tokyo, my wife, who did not grow up in Japan, was totally amazed at the fact that
students were at a junior high and high school by our home on Saturday and
Sunday, always doing something. Of course, not all students participate, but
clubs and social groups do meet at the school for activities on the weekends,
which is not the case in the U.S.

Another difference between the U.S. and the Japanese educational systems is in
the teaching of ethics. Many Japanese parents depend on the educational system to
teach ethics to their children. In the U.S,, I think there is a very strong sense that
this is the parents' responsibility and many parents do not want ethical ideas
presented in school. Parents object because their perspective of what is ethical
may be slightly different than what is taught. Because U.S. society is so diverse,
it is very difficult to agree on what kind of ethics should or should not be taught in
school.

In the area of higher education, the difference between the two systems is
apparent even when you look at how universities are established.  In the U.S.
it's relatively simple to open a university. There are no government requirements
to meet. I could put up a "Shepherd University" sign and start teaching, but
whether any students would come is a different issue. The system for
legitimizing education in the U.S., of making sure that the school offers a quality
education, is private and regional. In the U.S,, there is no central government
accreditation or authorizing agency. By contrast, in Japan, a university has to
have land, property, a faculty, and a curriculum even before the door opens. In
the U.S. it's more a matter of establishing a reputation. If the university
establishes a good reputation, soon students will come. Interestingly, until
recently Harvard College had no accreditation. It didn't need it because Harvard

has an established reputation and everybody knows it.




Governance is another point of contrast between the U.S. and Japan.
In the U.S., both state and private universities have very strong boards, often
called a board of regents or a board of trustees, which are composed of a broad
range of people such as administrators, faculty, and sometimes even students.
The president of the university is often selected by the board from nominees
suggested by a nominating committee.  The role of the president is also a point
of contrast. Historically in Japan, the president has been a kind of figurehead at
many universities. In the U.S,, particularly in the last 20 years, the president's
role has been crucial to the effective management of a university, especially with
regard to external relationships and activities. Fund raising and strengthening
relationships with business and the community are often the president's primary
responsibilities. The internal governance of the university is often the
responsibility not of the president, but of the provost or the vice president for
academic affairs, who is usually chosen by the president. Over the last 25 years,
private sector governance philosophy has had a great influence on the
management of universities. Many universities have replaced terms like
provost with more business-like terms such as vice president for finance, vice
president for academic affairs, vice president for personnel, vice president for
international programs and so on.

The financing of higher education is another key area of difference. In
the U.S., there are two primary types of financing, public and private, although it
is becoming hard to distinguish between them. In most cases, the state is the
primary source of public funding, although a few cities, like New York, have
city-funded universities, such as the City University of New York. Some private
universities receive a lot of public money, while some public universities now
have more private money coming in than state money. For example, at University
of Michigan, I think only about 20 to 30 percent of the budget now comes from
the state. The remainder comes from tuition or from private sources.

These days, endowments are extremely important at both private and

public universities. An endowment is money that has been collected usually

r

from corporate or individual donations for the university to use in a variety of
ways, as decided by the board of directors. The endowment of Harvard

University is probably bigger than the GNP of many countries, seven billion

- dollars. That is the largest. Even some relatively small private universities

have rather large endowments like Whitman College in Washington State which
has a large, multimillion dollar endowment. This source of funding will be
increasingly important in the future.

The student as a consumer is another interesting point of contrast between the
U.S. and Japan. Students in the U.S. have a number of sources to help them pay
for their education. Many American students pay their own way to university by
working. Working intensively in summer and during breaks and then working
part time during the year enables them to pay most or all of their tuition. Students
can also apply for a vast array of student loans in the U.S.  Of course parents also
help, as in Japan. I think there are also more school scholarships in the U.S.
Colleges like Harvard basically guarantee that they will find a way to finance
the tuition for all students who are accepted. Harvard believes that a student
should not be unable to attend Harvard for financial reasons. If a student has a
financial need, the university will find a way to help them, either through
scholarships or loans.  Many private schools follow this practice.

In the area of admissions, there are several differences between Japan and the
U.S. I often refer to the U.S. system of admissions as being a multiple criteria
system, while Japan, until recently, has used a " single criteria”, the entrance
examination. 1 realize that the system may be changing, but I think that the
driving force in Japan is still the entrance examination, which continues to
determine high school teaching styles and curriculum. In the U.S. admissions
officers take into consideration high school grades, reference letters, special
projects (especially in science) and personal essays. Occasionally applicants are
interviewed. Among these criteria, it's hard to say which matters the most. [
think the leading private universities look at all of these areas quite carefully.

Perhaps state universities are more likely to prioritize high school grades and SAT




scores (SAT is the Scholastic Attitude Test, which is a standardized test designed
by the Education Testing Service), although each university sets its own admission
criteria.

Some educators have suggested that universities in Japan should immediately go

to a multiple criteria system. That's easier said than done. Up to now, a

student's grades did  not really matter much. They are not critical for admission.

The most important criteria has been the entrance examination. So how do you
suddenly make grades matter? How do you go from a situation where reference
letters are basically a joke to reference letters that mean something? It's a difficult
transition because of the history of the educational system in Japan. Change will
not come easily or quickly.

Choices available for majors are also an area of difference. Even small colleges
in the U.S. have many departments and majors. I went to a small university and
I could major in economics, sociology, history, political science, chemistry or
biology, even in a school with only two thousand students. Most small
universities in  Japan have only two or three faculties and a handful majors. Of
course, large universities like Keio, Waseda and Nagoya University have
multiple faculties. Most universities in Japan offer students 10 to 15 courses a
term; in the U.S., students usually take 3 to 5 courses a term, and so the study is
much more concentrated in the selected courses. Most American lecturers who
come to Japan can't believe that Japanese students are actually taking so many
courses!

In the area of student life, most universities in the U.S., even state universities,
have student dormitories. Again for the most part, Japanese colleges and
universities are not residential schools. For American students, living on campus
is part of the university experience, just as many Japanese consider participating in
clubs and circles as an important university experience. Campus size is another
major difference. Some Japanese universities have large campuses, especially
now in Tokyo. But in general, American campuses are much larger, and have

much more room.

Significant Issues in Education

I'd like to now discuss major educational issues in the U.S. University funding,
as mentioned earlier, is one of the key issues in higher education in the U.S. at this
time. How do educational institutions cope with the decrease in public funding?
One way is to increase tuition as well as to expand fund raising activity. Fund
raising, asking for donations, as well as entering into partnerships with
corporations, has become critical. In addition, U.S. universities often receive
significant amounts of grant money from both public and private sources.
Research projects having to do with space or medicine are often funded through
federal funds.

Internationalization and globalization certainly are very big issues in both of our
counties.. In the U.S,, there are two main areas in which we talk about
internationalizing universities. One area is curriculum. Do you internationalize
the curriculum by adding an international relations course or do you take first year
economics and introduce a global prospective so that all students can be exposed
to it?  Of course, first year economics has certain fundamentals that have to be
taught. So how do you bring a global prospective to that? The other area is
international student exchange programs.  Historically, in study abroad
programs, a faculty person goes with 10 to 15 students to Milan or Rome, teaches
content courses in English, while the students run around and enjoy the cities.
During the semester or year abroad, students also usually study a language.
However, study abroad programs are becoming much more diverse. There are
now opportunities at many universities abroad for students to take regular
university classes taught in English. Those who are fluent in the local language
have further opportunities to take courses.

Faculty exchanges are also critical in internationalizing a university. One of the
biggest barriers in faculty exchange is the language barrier. 1 think that if
Japanese universities are truly interested in being globally competitive, there is
no choice but to have classes in English, and have certain, limited faculty

meetings in English. Otherwise the universities cannot draw truly world class




faculty or the best students. If the goal is to be globally competitive, I don't see
that there is any other choice.

One of the other major issues in the U.S. is faculty tenure and retirement. At
most universities, there is no mandatory retirement age. If I'm a faculty person, I
would be very happy with that. But this system has some drawbacks in terms of
bringing younger people into the system. Also, because of a decrease in public
money, many universities have fewer tenured faculty and more part time faculty.
Our Senior Fulbright researchers confirm that this is true in the U.S. Some
universities, as well as community colleges, use many part time faculty members
in order to save money.

Certainly another important issue for our universities is the information
technology (IT) revolution. It is very hard to overemphasize the impact of such
things as e-mail, web site construction and video conferencing. If you have the
right technology, you can just sit in front of a computer and access an
extraordinary range of information. Are we going to lose face to face contact
with students? Is education going to turn into distant learning and delivering
educational packages over the Internet? I don't think so, but we are clearly in a
period of transition. The University of Phoenix, which you might have heard
about, uses only IT to deliver its courses. For the most part, classes are offered
entirely through distant learning over the Internet. I think that, in the end, most
institutions will opt for a variety of delivery systems, but will continue to offer
face-to-face encounters between teachers and students. 1 hope so. If
technology is used right, it can enhance the experience of learning and of
education. Fulbright is an example. Part of our belief is that there is value in face
to face encounters between people of various cultures and will continue to
emphasize that. At the same time, new technology can allow a Fulbrighter in
Vietnam, through video conferencing and other means of technology, to share
what he or she is doing with his or her colleagues in the U.S., and for that matter,
around the world. 1 think technology should be an enhancement to our

educational experience, but not replace the face to face experience.
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In both the U.S. and Japan, the value of technology in the educational system
will continue to be one of the most important issues for international education.
How are we going to provide the experience of encountering another culture for
both professors and students and take maximum advantage of technology? Again I
think technology should be an enhancement, not a replacement. I hope that we
never get to the point where we say "If I can go through the Louve in Paris
through my PC, then I don't have to go to Paris any more." That would be a shame.
On the other hand, being able to look at artwork around the world from my living
room through a PC is certainly an enhancement to my education. Since we can't
go everywhere, 1 think information technology can enhance and build our
experiences, but this shouldn't replace an encounter with another culture.

Well, 1 think these comments on international educational exchange are a good
place to bring this talk on education to a close. Again, thank you very much for
this opportunity. I look forward to being with all of you again in the not too

distant future.
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