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The Need to Broaden Our 
Perspective Concerning America's 
Educational Attainment 

ALLEGATIONS about the 
low performance of U.S. 
students compared to their 
counterparts in other na
tions repeatedly surface in 

the media. For example, in a recent sur
vey by the International Association for 
the Evaluation of Educational Achieve
ment (IEA), the U.S. ranked 15th in 
science in a field of 17 nations. This low 
showing internationally is now accepted 
by policy makers and repeated as part of 
the conventional wisdom. Business lead
ers point with alarm to the declining skills 
of the labor force and proclaim that the 
U.S. economy will lose out to Asian and 
European competitors. 1 

There may be cause for alarm, but the 
current policy discussion is partly mis
leading because it does not analyze what 
happens to U.S. students and their inter
national counterparts after high school. 
Similarly, the National Education Goals 
Panel needs to assess the performance of 
the entire U.S. education system, not just 
that portion of it devoted to students up 
to the age of 18. 

Such indicators as the IEA assessment, 
the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP), the Scholastic Apti
tude Test, secondary school standardized 
achievement tests, and state assessment 
programs all ignore the value added by 
the postsecondary education system. But 
in the international arena, the United 
States' strongest suit is probably its en
tire postsecondary education system, 
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including community colleges, trade 
schools, and universities. For example, 
in 1985 the U.S. spent a higher per
centage of its gross national product on 
higher education than any other country 
in the world. Moreover, U.S. spending 
on higher education as a percentage of 
all education spending (including K-12) 
was 39.4%, compared to20.8% for West 
Germany and 21.4% for Japan. The prin
cipal reason for the high level of U.S. 
spending on higher education is that the 
proportion of the population participat
ing in higher education is larger here than 
in any other nation. But the U.S. per
student expenditures in higher education 
are also at the top. For example, in 1985 
California spent about $6,500 per pupil 
for higher education, compared to $4,250 
spent by West Germany.2 

Why does the international education 
olympics end at age 17? Why don't we 
compare postsecondary systems and see 
if the U.S. is not like football teams that 
are behind at half time but catch up with 
the competition late in the fourth quar
ter? While it is quite possible that the 
U.S. would fare even worse if we were 
comparing 25-year-olds rather than 17-
year-olds, I will suggest here some pos
sible comparisons that might make us 
look better. 

Newspaper headlines decry the U.S. 
dropout rate and point to numbers as high 
as 30%. But the General Education De
velopment (GED) examination that adults 
study for in a variety of settings, includ
ing community colleges and the military, 
helps bring our graduation rate up to 87 % 
by age 29. In 1989 the high school com
pletion rate was 81.1 % for 19-year-olds, 
86.5% for 24-year-olds, and 86.9% for 
29-year-olds.3 In those figures we can 
see the U.S. practice of giving students 
a second chance after age 16, which is 
not common in Europe or Asia. 

We could also look at the total years 
or days of school attainment up to age 25 
or beyond. Much is made in the press 
about our 180-day elementary/secondary 
school year compared to a school year of 
240 days in Japan. But it is rarely men
tioned that the U.S. graduates the highest 
percentage in the world of 24-year-olds 
from a four-year college or university. 
As Table 1 shows, our particular edge is 
with females: the U.S. graduates 24% of 
its women by age 24, compared to 12.4% 
in Japan and 10% in West Germany. 

Many studies have emphasized that 
U.S. students complete little homework 
and do not work hard at academics in 
high school. 4 But U.S. students are of
ten confronted with a demanding aca
demic regimen in college. The adjust
ment to the academic pressures of the 
university in freshman year can be dra
matic and difficult, but many students 
make up for ground lost in high school. 

The more difficult postsecondary ex -
perience in the U.S. contrasts sharply 
with the situation in Japan, where the 
university years are viewed as a time to 
take it easy between the intense academ
ic pressure of high school and the de-

ic curriculum that prepares them for 
homemaking.5 A 1988 study of teacher 
education students in the U.S. and Japan 
concluded: 

Although American students seem to 
know less about global issues than Jap
anese students at the beginning of col
lege, by graduation they are perform
ing as well. This is attributable to a 
considerable positive difference be
tween U.S. freshmen and seniors, and 
a small difference between Japanese 
freshmen and seniors. This finding cor
roborates recent statements by Japanese 
scholars expressing concern about the 
quality of higher education.6 

The preeminence of U.S. graduate 
schools is widely recognized. 

mands of Japanese business. Japanese 
universities are not as challenging as 
those in the U.S., especially for many 
women who take a less rigorous academ-

TABLE 1. 

Higher Education Graduates 
As a Percentage of All 
24-Year-Olds 

Sex and 
Nation 

Males 
Japan 
U.S. 
Canada 
England 
W. Germany 
France 

Females 
Japan 
U.S. 
Canada 
England 
W. Germany 
France 

Year 

1988 
1986 
1987 
1986 
1985 
1987 

1988 
1986 
1987 
1986 
1985 
1987 

All 
Fields 

33.4 
25.0 
20.6 
16.0 
15.3 
14.3 

12.4 
24.0 
23.3 
13.0 
10.0 
14.5 

Source: National Center for Education Statis
tics, The Condition of Education 1990, Vol. 2, 
Postsecondary Education (Washington, D.C.: 
U.S. Department of Education, 1990), p. 34. 

The preeminence of U.S. graduate 
schools is widely recognized. The U.S. 
attracts a large number of foreign stu
dents, and our most prestigious research 
universities are certainly competitive by 
world standards - many consider them 
to be the best in the world. Is there a 
better technical university in Japan or 
Germany than MIT, Cal Tech, or Stan
ford? Given the overall quality of all U.S. 
research universities, it is likely that 
some of the international academic gap 
is closed at this final stage for our most 
outstanding science and math students. 

I BEGAN to question the convention
al wisdom after closely observing 
the marvelous growth in the econ -
omy of California between 1980 

and 1990. The state's total population 
went from 23 million to almost 30 mil
lion - growing by the equivalent of the 
total population of Virginia or Massa
chusetts. The economy generated more 
than 350,000 new jobs each year and in
creased its economic diversification and 
strength. In order to meet its robust de
mand for labor, California imported un
skilled workers from all over the world 
and. from other parts of the U.S. 
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The strength of California's postsec
ondary education system is well-known. 
Part of its success is attributable to the 
ease of transferring credits from commu
nity colleges or adult education programs 
to colleges or universities. But the open 
access of the California postsecondary 
system is also notable and surpasses what 
I have observed in Europe and Asia. 
Community colleges are located all over 
the state and start or adapt classes to meet 
the needs of industry. Moreover, com
munity colleges and adult education pro
grams start educating the students from 
whatever base they require. If an im
migrant from Mexico did not complete 
grade school, there is an appropriate 
educational program for that student. Un
like California high schools, community 
colleges use the latest vocational educa
tion equipment and are staffed by teach
ers who currently work in industry. 

Perhaps the highly touted German ap
prentice system is better, but I doubt 
whether the California adult education 
system ranks near the bottom in the in
dustrialized world! The U.S. postsecond
ary vocational education system is espe
cially important because, as a recent na
tional survey concluded, American in
dustry invests very little in upgrading 
its work force. U.S. businesses make a 
big investment in management training, 
while Germany stresses apprenticeships 
for those members of its work force with 
the fewest years of formal education. 7 

A popular contention is that Japanese 
and German workers are significantly 
more skilled than their counterparts in the 

"I knew Sir Walter Scott wrote Ivan
hoe, but who the dickens wrote A Tale 
of Two Cities?" 
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U.S. The current policy debate focuses 
on the connections between high-quality 
education, the productivity of the labor 
force, and economic growth. If there is 
a connection between high-quality edu
cation and a vibrant economy, then Cali
fornia education must be doing something 
right. Yet, by conventional measures, the 
California elementary/secondary system 
is average for the U.S. in terms of inputs 
and of student outcomes. 8 Certainly, no 
one has called the California elemen
tary/ secondary system world class. Per
haps the theory of linkage between edu
cation and economic growth is weak, or 
perhaps the conventional measures of 
educational quality miss something -
like postsecondary education. Another 
possibility is that the current poor per
formance of high school students in Cali
fornia will manifest itself in an econom
ic decline in the future. 

There are clearly problems posed by 
a mediocre elementary/secondary sys
tem. It is inefficient and costly for stu
dents to loaf through high school, work 
at a menial job until their 20s, and then 
repeat the 11th grade at a California com
munity college. While the GED is help
ful, many adults experience a very poor 
quality of life before they finally earn a 
high school diploma. Only a rich state 
like California can afford high school 
remediation at expensive universities and 
can assume the financial burden of allow
ing adults to take high school courses 
over again. The low levels of education 
found in big cities and among minorities 
are appalling and are a factor in Ameri
ca's weak showing in international com
parisons of least-skilled workers. 

These problems, however, should not 
obscure the basic argument that inter
national tests of 17-year-olds and other 
comparisons, such as high school home
work and length of school year, may not 
be indicative of the international competi
tiveness of the entire U.S. education sys
tem. The large cohort that completes col
lege might be more competitive interna
tionally than we think, and, given the 
ease of access to U.S. higher education, 
the majority of other adults might be bet
ter educated than we have been led to be
lieve. Moreover, there are some serious 
criticisms of the sampling, reliability, and 
validity of the much-ballyhooed interna
tional tests, such as those given by IEA 
and the International Assessment of Edu-

cational Progress. 9 The whole area of 
international education comparisons is 
easily misunderstood. 10 

The U.S. national goals for education 
for the year 2000 do not address the type 
of postsecondary comparisons stressed 
above. While U.S. universities are un
der attack for having large classes arid for 
underemphasizing the quality of teaching, 
numerous articles criticize the quality of 
undergraduate instruction in other nations 
as well. If we are to rely so heavily on 
international academic comparisons and 
indicators to guide our new policies, then 
the comparisons should include all lev
els of the education system. If other na0 

tions invest more at the "front end" (ages 
0-18) than they do for adults, then the 
U.S. should certainly explore whether 
prevention is more cost-effective than 
remediation. Nevertheless, the national 
goals panel needs to keep a broader view 
of educational attainment in mind as it de
vises the indicators of U.S. educational 
progress. 
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