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A
merica’s education system is under at-
tack and on the brink of failure.

Critics are hammering the U.S. as
other nations ascend international
rankings, net astounding test scores

and produce coveted scientists and engineers to
steer a 21st century economy.

“Considering the U.S. spends more money per
student than any other country, but we’re showing
up in the middle of the pack, is clearly a cause for
concern,” said Rick Hess, director of education
policy studies at American Enterprise Institute in
Washington, D.C.

But is the education system solely to blame for
America’s slide in international rankings?

Seeking answers, The News-Press traveled
this summer to Asia, where students — on paper
— are running circles around American children,
especially in math and science. Five countries and
nearly 25,000 miles later, one revelation became
clear: A math class there is the same as a math
class here, only in a different language.

The difference between Asian and American
education systems is cultural.

Throughout much of Asia, education is seen as
the only path to success. Parental demands, fear
of failure, competition and pride are fueling
Asia’s academic ascension.

CULTURE OF LEARNING
EDUCATION THE ASIAN WAY

While working as a project
manager in Long Island, N.Y.,
last year, dinners at Cafe Baci
became routine for Fort Myers
resident Tommy Johnson. 

For $14 he got a generous
plate of penne Caprese, the noo-
dles ladled in a blush sauce dot-
ted with fresh mozzarella. Some
nights he’d add on a glass of the
house Chianti, plus his standard
20 percent tip. 

“I’d be out the door for $21,
and I’m 18 miles outside of New
York City,” Johnson said, “then I
go somewhere like that here and
it’s around the same price or a
hair more.”

Analysis of more than 200
menus from chain and indepen-
dent restaurants in Lee and Col-
lier counties showed prices on a
variety of dishes — cheeseburg-
ers, pizzas, pastas, soups — are
higher here than national aver-
ages; in some cases, they’re sig-
nificantly higher. 

An entree salad with chicken,
for example, costs an average of
$9.13 around the country, ac-
cording to data from MenuMon-
itor compiled by the research
firm Technomic. Here the aver-
age chicken-topped salad costs
$11.37, almost 25 percent more.

A large, one-topping pizza
costs 35 percent more at area
restaurants than it does nation-
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Howton Hsu, an 11th-grader at Affiliated Senior High School in Taipei, Taiwan, explains his work during a trigonometry lesson
covering the elements of sine, cosine and tangent. Taiwan’s math scores rank among the best in the world. PHOTOS BY DAVE

BREITENSTEIN/THE NEWS-PRESS

High expectations
ensure success
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PROJECT
Asian schools and universities have been
getting accolades and curiosity worldwide
as test scores and international rankings
soar. Meanwhile, America keeps dropping
on those same lists. The News-Press’ lead
education writer traveled to Asia to see
what transpires in classrooms and on
campuses, pinpointing factors driving the
region’s educational success. Monday,
read how globalization by overseas uni-
versities threatens U.S. dominance.
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Haruki Niwa, a first-grader at Koyodai
Elementary in Inagi, Japan, flips to the
next page in his math workbook, which
features numbers, Japanese characters
and pictures as the foundation for
building math skills.
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HONG KONG — Within 30 min-
utes of the school day’s opening
bell, fourth-graders in Allan
Wong’s class had tubs of water on
their desks, and a ping pong ball
and plastic cup ready to go.

Today’s science lesson: dis-
placement theory.

It’s all hands on deck at Kau
Yan School, which stresses hands-
on learning, critical thinking and
creativity. Textbooks, a staple of
the memorization era in Asian
schools, take a back seat.

“We try to blend the Western
and Eastern models,” said Princi-

pal Gloria Leung Suk Ching.
Kau Yan stresses cooperative

learning, a term describing the
mixture of academic and social
lessons simultaneously. Students’
desks are arranged so they sit
side-by-side with a partner, and
it’s OK for children to talk to each
other through an assignment.

“In the real world, we always
have to work with other people,”
Ching said. “It’s all about collabo-
ration, communication, time
management and problem solv-
ing.”

— Dave Breitenstein

Students at Kau Yan School in Hong Kong have additional hands-on
projects and assignments that spark creativity and critical thinking, shifting
education from traditional textbook education. DAVE BREITENSTEIN/THE

NEWS-PRESS

Hands-on learning

T
he 20 students in
Hwy-Chang Moon’s
class at Seoul Na-
tional University
had cell phones.

But for three hours, their
phones sat on desktops in
standby mode: no checking
Facebook or Twitter, no text-
ing and no playing Candy
Crush.

Instead, students in Moon’s
lecture focused on, of all
things, Moon’s lecture.

Contrast that with class-
rooms in America, where col-
lege students openly surf the
Internet during class and
high school students sneak
text messages when their
teachers aren’t looking. In el-
ementary schools, a seeming-
ly endless stream of children
leave their seats for the rest-
room, pencil sharpener,
drinking fountain or tissue
box.

Focus is paramount in
Asian classrooms.

Trying to multitask, ac-
cording to National Taiwan
Universitysenior Sheila Tsai,
is ineffective.

“You need to devote your-
self fully during the time you
have,” said Tsai, 22. “Don’t
think you can do two things at
once.”

Gloria Leung Suk Ching,
principal of Kau Yan School in
Hong Kong, said discipline
and classroom management
ensure students, as well as
their teachers, stay focused.

“We’re not an authoritative
school, but the teachers are
always right, and students
must follow,” Ching said.

Although the school day
ends at 3 p.m., Ching said chil-
dren often remain in the
building until 8 p.m. complet-
ing assignments and special
projects. They stay late at
school because their parents
work late at the office.

Yin Li, an English instruc-
tor at Yantai University in
mainland China, guest-lec-
tured this spring at FGCU, no-
ticing a more relaxed atmos-
phere here that reflects cul-
tural beliefs in the U.S.

“Students can go to class
late, they can eat, they can
leave early and teachers dis-
miss students early,” Li said.
“It reflects America’s strong
desire for freedom, and that
is totally embodied in the
classroom.

“It’s a totally different sto-
ry in China.”

Schools in the U.S. and Asia
are shifting from the lecture
approach to education.

Instead, the trend toward
cooperative learning means
children interact with each
other and their teachers.
Carolynne Gischel, an assis-
tant professor of education at
FGCU who teaches a class-
room management course,
said there is more movement
and noise during a typical
class, but that is a good thing.

“Even with adults, you’re
not going to sit at your com-
puter or desk and work for
two or three hours straight,”
Gischel said. “You’re going to
get up and move around.”

Students
keep focus,
conquer
distraction
While young Americans
text and surf, Asian
counterparts listen and
learn.

By Dave Breitenstein
dbreitenstein@news-press.com

Ji-In Song, a freshman at Bugil
Academy in Cheonan, South
Korea, takes a quiz during her
English I class. DAVE

BREITENSTEIN/THE NEWS-PRESS

INAGI, Japan — When Lee Coun-
ty schools dismissed for summer
break on May 23, school was the
last thing on students’ minds.

Not two children from Estero.
Ken and Aili Delisi packed

their bags and headed to Japan,
where they enrolled as fourth-
and first-graders, respectively,
at Koyodai Elementary in the To-
kyo suburb.

Rather than just visit their
grandparents and play role of
tourist, the children were im-
mersed in a traditional Japanese
school where students and staff
knew little to no English. It was

all Japanese, all the time.
“They have to live in the situa-

tion that’s given,” said their
mother, Koko Delisi.

Delisi, who was raised in Ja-
pan and moved to China before
emigrating to the U.S., doesn’t ex-
pect her children to earn good
grades there, only to soak in as
much culture, knowledge and
language as possible.

“It’s basically a summer
camp,” Delisi said. “Their sum-
mer camp is just a different expe-
rience.”

— Dave Breitenstein

Aili Delisi, right, practices basic math problems with her desk partner at
Koyodai Elementary in Inagi, Japan. DAVE BREITENSTEIN/THE NEWS-PRESS

Summer in Japan

its reform efforts.
“We spend entirely too

much time dreaming up a
magic recipe rather than im-
proving our teachers and fig-
uring out how to improve the
curriculum,” Hess said. “If
we’re looking overseas for
ideas ... great. If we’re looking
abroad for a quick fix or a
magic pill, it won’t happen.”

Asia is a vast continent with
a multitude of education sys-
tems, but those nations top-
ping international charts
didn’t get there by accident.

Singapore plucks teachers
from the top third of colleges’
graduating classes, but they
aren’t assigned a classroom
without first honing their
skills at the National Institute
of Education.

Shanghai contracts admini-
strations of high-performing
schools to work with leaders
of low-performing schools in
outlying areas.

In 2014, Taiwan will transi-
tion from a nine-year to 12-
year compulsory education
system.

Jarrod Rudo, director of
global business development
for Virginia-based ASCD, for-
merly known as the Associa-
tion for Supervision and Cur-
riculum Development, said
the U.S. conducts a lot of edu-
cation research, but falls short
of using that knowledge to set
goals.

“Asian countries look at
what they want in the end, and
then lay out a map to get
there,” Rudo said.

Japan introduced a new cur-
riculum strategy in which
some classes no longer require
textbooks, allowing students to
learn more real-world infor-
mation and develop critical
thinking skills.

South Korea now provides
all kindergartens and daycare
centers with a standardized
curriculum so first-graders
enter primary school with sim-
ilar abilities and knowledge.

In higher education, univer-
sities in South Korea and Tai-
wan are moving from test-
based college admissions to ac-
cept portfolios, which docu-
ment student involvement in
school clubs, community ser-
vice projects, leadership and
other interests.

“They just looked at your
test score,” said 22-year-old
Chao Yang Lo, a senior at Na-
tional Taiwan University.
“There was nothing else on the
application. Until now, there
has not been a better solution.”

The University of Hong
Kong revamped curriculum so
baccalaureate degrees will
take four years to complete in-
stead of three.

In his visits to Asia, Rudo
has seen two common charac-
teristics in developed nations
and third-world countries: par-
ents are involved in education
and society puts teachers on a
pedestal.

“You can’t get around the
fact that teachers love their
jobs there,” Rudo said. “I’m not
so sure that’s the case here.”

I
f something doesn’t
work, you try to fix it.

American education,
however, can’t be fixed
with a nail or glue.

Academic leaders, re-
searchers and politicians have
introduced a multitude of re-
form efforts — block schedul-
ing, vouchers, merit pay, per-
formance funding and others
— but America hasn’t crawled
out of its educational rut.

In 1983, the National Com-
mission on Excellence in Edu-
cation issued a report outlin-
ing a critical need to reform
public education, or face the
fact America will no longer be
a global leader. While “A Na-
tion at Risk” sounded the
alarm, some question why the
alarm is ringing 30 years later.

“ ‘A Nation at Risk’ was a
wakeup call, but we haven’t
fully woken up yet,” said Ches-
ter Finn, president of the
Thomas B. Fordham Institute
in Washington, D.C. “We’re
coasting, while the others are
accelerating.”

In recent years, there has
been buzz surrounding aca-
demic achievement in Singa-
pore, South Korea, China and
Finland. Rick Hess, director
of education policy studies at
Washington, D.C.-based
American Enterprise Insti-
tute, is among those searching
for solutions, but believes it’s
foolish to simply pick a suc-
cessful country and duplicate

Asia can give ideas for U.S.
reform, but not a magic pill
By Dave Breitenstein
dbreitenstein@news-press.com

Fourth-grader Yuto Osanai launches a rubber ball during a recess game of dodgeball at Koyodai
Elementary in Inagi, Japan, a suburb of Tokyo. Teachers accompany children to the playground for
physical exercise between classes. DAVE BREITENSTEIN/THE NEWS-PRESS

CHEONAN, South Korea — It
could have been Anywhere,
USA, maybe even Fort Myers
High or Naples High schools.

Bugil Academy, a college pre-
paratory school south of Seoul,
has a Global Leadership Pro-
gram conducted in English. Ad-
vanced Placement courses cov-
er literature, economics, chem-
istry, physics and others. Teach-
ers’ resumes show degrees from
colleges in Florida, Massachu-
setts, Illinois, Kansas, Texas and
more.

When students have a ques-
tion, it must be asked in English.

If they don’t know the terminol-
ogy, students must ask for per-
mission to converse in Korean.

“Our goal is to help them get
into prestigious universities in
the U.S., and this program will
do that,” said director Seungho
Pi.

Last year’s graduating class
saw two students admitted to
Cornell University, one to Yale
University and one to Dart-
mouth College. The rest earned
offers from universities ranked
in the top 10 to 20 among Amer-
ican institutions, Pi said.

— Dave Breitenstein

The Global Leadership Program at Bugil Academy in Cheonan, South
Korea, adopted the Advanced Placement curriculum and cooperative
learning style to prepare students. DAVE BREITENSTEIN/THE NEWS-PRESS

Preparing for college

TAIPEI, Taiwan — At first
glance, Taiwan’s test scores are
puzzling.

It was No. 23 in reading among
65 countries measured by the
Program for International Stu-
dent Assessment. In science, it
ranked 12th. In math, though, the
nation’s 15-year-olds were No. 5 in
the world.

What’s the trick? Emphasis.
Affiliated Junior High and

Senior High emphasizes math as
a foundational subject, integrat-
ing key concepts into other
courses. Classes there last only 45
minutes, so teacher Chih Wei Ho

said he teaches as many concepts
as possible in a limited time. He
describes his teaching speed as
“average,” but he does not slow
down his class if a few students
fall behind. Instead, they receive
one-on-one time after school and
additional homework.

In a Taiwanese economy that
prides itself on innovation and
technology, math ability will stay
at forefront.

“If you are good at math, you
can get better work,” said math
teacher Yi-Chin Cheng.

— Dave Breitenstein

Math teacher Chih Wei Ho explains how to calculate angles inside a
triangle during a lesson at Affiliated Junior High School in Taipei, Taiwan.
DAVE BREITENSTEIN/THE NEWS-PRESS

Taiwan stresses math

Yumico Kimura, a first-grade teacher at Koyodai Elementary in Inagi,
Japan, uses an abacus to assist children in performing basic
mathematical calculations. Japanese elementary schools stress the
fundamentals of reading, writing and math. DAVE BREITENSTEIN/THE

NEWS-PRESS 

Simply put, children in Asia
study with a purpose.

“There is a mentality of a
first tier,” said Hwy-Chang
Moon, professor and dean of
Seoul National University’s
graduate school of interna-
tional studies. “You have to be
first-rate, otherwise you may
not be able to survive.”

In dozens of interviews at
nine Asian schools and univer-
sities, college officials, faculty,
principals and parents repeated
the same terms when describ-
ing the typical Asian student:
committed, diligent, competi-
tive, passionate, focused and
ambitious.

Why does that matter to
Americans?

Economic triumph is tied to
educational triumph. And in a
world where business has no
geographical or political bound-
aries, everyone everywhere is
the competition.

“Education is the driver of
social mobility,” said John
Spinks, senior adviser to the
vice chancellor at the Univer-
sity of Hong Kong. “There is a
belief that the higher education
system will push the economy
forward and build the talent
pool.”

America set the pace inter-
nationally for generations. Like
a race horse that springs out of
the gate, though, the U.S. is fal-
tering down the stretch.

“America is still the best, but
the gap between America and
Korea and Singapore and Japan
is getting smaller,” Moon said.
“It’s time for America to watch
out and see what’s happening.”

Prioritizing education
At 10, Justin Yeung knows

education is his priority for the
next 15 years.

“Learning is very important,
and it can change my whole
life,” said Justin, a fifth-grader
at Kau Yan School in Hong
Kong. “If I study hard and have
good marks, I can go to some
good schools and I can have
good work to do.”

The mindset across much of
Asia is not whether a student
will attend college; it’s where,
and for how long, said Tan Eng
Chye, deputy president and pro-
vost at National University of
Singapore.

“Education is an established
path toward success,” Chye
said.

With a 77 percent high school
graduation rate, the Organiza-
tion for Economic Cooperation
and Development ranks the
U.S. 22nd of 28 nations with
measurable data. Among 18
countries analyzed for post-sec-
ondary education, the U.S. tied
for last, with 53 percent of
adults completing some type of
degree or certificate program.

By sheer volume, Asia has
the capacity to produce more

mathematicians, scientists, en-
gineers and every other profes-
sion simply because 60 percent
of the world’s population lives
there. Slightly more than 4 per-
cent of the world’s population
lives in the U.S.

President Barack Obama
has said America must “out-
educate” other nations to con-
tinue thriving economically.
That competitiveness is in-
grained in the minds of Asian
youth.

“People in Asia have a think-
ing about I can’t lose, I have to
fight with other people or some-
thing, I have to get a very good
grade,” said Hung Kuo, a 14-
year-old eighth-grader at the
Affiliated Junior High School in
Taipei, Taiwan. “The parents
think that, so they push their
children to study very hard.”

Government subsidies make
a college education affordable
at many Asian universities. The
University of Tokyo, widely
considered Asia’s top univer-
sity, charges the equivalent of
$5,344, a fraction of Harvard
University’s $38,891 annual tu-
ition rate.

Local students at the Univer-
sity of Hong Kong pay $5,427
per year. Spinks, HKU’s senior
adviser, said few parents balk at
the tuition cost because good
jobs are awaiting graduates.
During the past seven years, an
average of nine HKU graduates
per year are unable to land em-
ployment.

“A university degree is seen
by most families as an invest-
ment in their son or daughter’s
future,” Spinks said. “For Asian
families, there is a return on in-
vestment.”

Generations of Asians were
raised with two career options:
factories or farms. New hubs
for finance, technology and en-
ergy, however, will drive Asia’s
economic future. David Bick-
ford, an assistant professor of
biology at National University
of Singapore, said Asians don’t
take education for granted.

“In rural villages, kids see
education as the only way out,”
Bickford said.

Team victory
Parental involvement is a

sticking point in American

schools. Principals and teach-
ers implore parents to get in-
volved, whether it’s volunteer-
ing in the classroom, fundrais-
ing or simply helping children
with homework.

Ruthie Lohmeyer, principal
of Lee County’s Alternative
Learning Center-Central and
Lee Adolescent Mothers Pro-
gram, said parents have a varie-
ty of excuses why they aren’t
active: They are busy with
work, have personal issues,
don’t know how to get involved
or have limited education. Par-
ents, Lohmeyer said, are part-
ners who must do their share to
ensure students graduate.

“It’s a struggle, but we’re all
there for the same reason,” Loh-
meyer said. “You can’t give up
trying.”

Hiroshi Inouye, principal of
Koyodai Elementary in the To-
kyo suburb of Inagi, Japan, said
parental involvement also is
key there. Instead of holding
school activities during the
workweek, Koyodai scheduled
its spring field day on a Satur-
day, noting nearly 100 percent
parent participation, including
dads.

Inouye said Japanese teach-
ers expect parents to take over
at home so learning doesn’t stop
once the school bell rings.

Rather than seeing nightly
assistance as a burden, 17-year-
old Ye Kwon Huh said that’s the
time parents demonstrate the
importance of education to
their children. It’s also where
they set the bar.

“There’s always kind of a
feel that you should live up to
these expectations,” said Huh, a
senior at Bugil Academy in Che-
onan, South Korea, a two-hour
train ride south of Seoul.

Those lofty expectations,
however, can cross the line. Yin
Li, an English instructor at Yan-
tai University on China’s east-
central coast, described Chi-
nese parents as pushy, admit-
ting some “encourage with
force.” Their ultimate goal,
however, is the next generation

will have a brighter future.
“If you achieve something in

China, it is not your own victory,
but it’s also your family’s vic-
tory and your country’s vic-
tory,” Li said. “We study for our
family and for our culture.”

Criticisms of Asia
Asia’s education system

looks great on paper. On the
Trends in International Mathe-
matics and Science Study, Sin-
gapore, South Korea, Hong
Kong, Taiwan and Japan com-
posed the top five in math
among fourth- and eighth-grad-
ers. On the Program for Inter-
national Student Assessment,
Finland was the only non-Asian
country to crack the top five in
any of the subjects tested: sci-
ence, reading and math.

High test scores, however,
don’t mean education is perfect
across Asia.

The Philippines, Thailand,
Vietnam and others operate
subpar primary and secondary
schools, and their universities
rarely garner international at-
tention.

Chan Woo Lee, a 23-year-old
philosophy major at Seoul Na-
tional University in South Ko-
rea, is concerned about cram
schools, which are private or
group tutoring sessions that can
create an achievement gap be-
tween rich and poor families.
Registration fees can be stag-
gering, as much as $200 per
hour.

“It creates an imbalance be-
cause rich people can afford
cram schools, so their scores
are better,” said Haruka Nuga,

21, a journalism major at the
University of Hong Kong.

Cram schools became so
prevalent across Asia that
Seoul’s office of education
hired administrators to patrol
neighborhoods, citing cram
schools where students were
caught studying past 10 p.m.

Excessive homework, night-
ly reading requirements and
studying can overwhelm stu-
dents, according to Chao Yang
Lo, an electrical engineering
major at National Taiwan Uni-
versity. He said some profes-
sors keep piling on the work un-
der the notion it will only take
“several hours.”

“We don’t have so many ‘sev-
eral hours’ in the day,” said Lo,
22.

Chye, in Singapore, said
heavy workloads at an early age
can have negative conse-
quences.

“They don’t have the joy for
learning,” Chye said. “After
awhile, they may burn out.”

Connect with Dave Breitenstein on Twitter
(@D_Breitenstein) and Facebook (DaveBrei-
tenstein).

Continued from A1

Asia

CULTURE OF LEARNING
EDUCATION THE ASIAN WAY
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Dave Breitenstein has covered K-12 and higher education for 16 years, and is the recipient

of 33 state and national writing awards. He earned a bachelor’s degree in journalism from

the University of Kansas and a master’s degree in educational leadership from FGCU.
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H
igher education in the U.S.
historically has been rock
solid, a crown jewel envied
across the globe.

“America is the best in
the world,” said Yifan Yin, a 23-year-
old graduate student from China who
studied chemistry this spring at
FGCU.

The Ivy Leaguers and Stanfords
and MITs continue their dominance,
but the foundation of American high-
er ed — the state university — is be-
ginning to wobble. Budget woes,
space limitations, student loan debt
and graduates’ high unemployment
rates are eroding a once-proud net-
work of institutions.

Meanwhile, colleges overseas
have leaped onto the international
stage, challenging America’s domi-
nance in higher education by rolling
out programs conducted entirely in
English and investing billions of dol-
lars into teaching and research.

The News-Press visited top univer-
sities in five Asian countries, finding
faculties stocked with U.S.-educated
professors, joint research projects
with Fortune 500 companies and sis-
ter institution relationships aimed at
fostering academic and cultural ex-
changes.

Higher education in Asia has
gained momentum, which could
steamroll postsecondary education in
America.

“Asia will be the center of gravity
for the next century,” forecasts
Hsiao-Wei Yuan, dean for interna-
tional affairs at National Taiwan Uni-
versity.

International rankings confirm
the surge.

CULTURE OF LEARNING
EDUCATION THE ASIAN WAY

ABOUT THE
PROJECT
Asian schools and
universities have
been generating
accolades and
curiosity worldwide
as test scores and
international rank-
ings soar. Mean-
while, America
keeps dropping on
those same lists.
The News-Press’
lead education
writer traveled to
Asia to see first-
hand what tran-
spires in classrooms
and on campuses,
pinpointing key
factors that are
driving the region’s
educational success.

World’s colleges catching up

Henness Wong, left, a nursing project coordinator at the University of Hong Kong, reviews materials
as 18-year-old Charlie Liang, right, studies for final exams in a new campus library overlooking
Victoria Harbor. Wong is a native of Hong Kong, while Liang is from mainland China. About 38
percent of HKU students and 56 percent of staff are international. DAVE BREITENSTEIN / THE NEWS-PRESS
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Our state universities are
hurt by financial woes;
other institutions are
dropping in rankings.
By Dave Breitenstein
dbreitenstein@news-press.com
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The decision has been in
the books for months: Hertz
Corp. is moving to Lee Coun-
ty. 

But before picking a site
on U.S. 41 in Estero in May,
the car rental giant debated
between Lee and Collier

counties, among other loca-
tions. Both counties pro-
posed incentives, but Col-
lier’s package didn’t add up
to what Lee was offering. 

In addition to a slew of
state perks, from tax abate-
ment to reduced power

rates, Lee County itself of-
fered $4.6 million in aid and
had recently reduced impact
fees, significantly bringing
down the cost of building the
proposed 300,000-square-
foot offices for its global
headquarters.

Those involved with the
process say it was never an
overt competition, but in the
weeks and months following
the announcement, the Col-

BUSINESS RECRUITMENT

Collier works to figure out
how to get the ‘next Hertz’
Lee beat it with incentives;
now it looks for ways to
compete.

By Steve Doane
sdoane@news-press.com

See COLLIER » A2

NEWS-PRESS.COM
/HERTZ
Special page: Learn more about
Hertz moving its headquarters to
Southwest Florida.

Go to news-press.com/outdoors for this week’s “Andrew’s View” –
the behind-the-scenes look at the photography of award-winning pho-
tographer Andrew West. This week West discusses photographing in
the Picayune Strand and being in the right place at the right time. 

ANDREW’S VIEW

How did he do it?
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CULTURE OF LEARNING
EDUCATION THE ASIAN WAY

Eleven Asian universities
made the top 100 of London-
based Times Higher Educa-
tion’s 2012-13 World Univer-
sity Rankings, up from nine
the previous year. Meanwhile,
the U.S. saw a reduction from
51 to 47 institutions featured
in the top 100.

“Collectively, the U.S. in-
stitutions in the top 200 list fell
an average of 6.5 places,” said
Phil Baty, rankings editor at
Times Higher Ed. “If the U.S.
wants to retain its competi-
tive advantage, it needs to ad-
dress this.”

Quacquarelli Symonds, an-
other respected metric, listed
19 Asian universities and 31
American colleges in the top
100 of its World University
Ranking.

No Florida institution
cracked the top 100 in either
list. The University of Florida
fared the best, ranking No. 122
in Times’ list and No. 169 in
QS’ lineup. Rankings aren’t an
area of focus for the State Uni-
versity System, only the indi-
cators behind the numbers.

“We are looking at things
like graduation rates, reten-
tion rates, how long it takes
for a student to graduate and
whether they are getting jobs
after they leave a university,”
said Kim Wilmath, the univer-
sity system’s director of com-
munications. “If we improve
in those areas, the national
rankings will follow.”

Globalization
Asia’s prestigious univer-

sities feverishly are signing
pacts with America’s elite col-
leges. For example, Yale Uni-
versity and National Univer-
sity of Singapore joined
forces to create a liberal arts
and science institution that
will draw students from
across Asia.

The University of Tokyo is
connected to Yale and Prince-
ton University. Peking Uni-
versity works hand-in-hand
with the University of South-
ern California on multiple
projects.

That trend has trickled to
Southwest Florida as well.
FGCU has agreements with 16
institutions: five in France,
three in Germany and one
each in the Bahamas, China,
Hungary, Italy, New Zealand,
Peru, Sweden and Wales. Ar-
rangements allow for student
and faculty exchanges, and
also spell out joint research
projects and initiatives.

Ultimately, partnerships
equal prestige, so the best in
Asia are trying to link to the
best in America.

“Several top Asian institu-
tions are becoming major
global brands that can in-
creasingly challenge the
household names of Harvard,
Stanford, MIT, etc., when it
comes to forging strategic re-
search partnerships and at-
tracting talent,” Baty said.

Universities are blending
cultures, ideological beliefs
and academics. Almost 56 per-
cent of instructors at the Uni-
versity of Hong Kong, for in-
stance, are international.

While most professors at
National Taiwan University
are of Taiwanese or Chinese
descent, 70 percent of faculty
earned at least one degree
abroad, two-thirds of which
came from U.S. institutions.

Yuan, Taiwan’s interna-
tional affairs dean, believes
Asia has fully embraced the
concept of globalization as a
give-and-take between na-
tions, while America might
still have a mindset that

doesn’t go both ways.
“The whole world doesn’t

revolve around the U.S.” said
Yuan, who earned her Ph.D.
from Cornell University.

Study abroad
When it comes to recipro-

cation, the U.S. sends far few-
er students abroad than other
nations send here. According
to New York-based Institute
of International Education,
764,495 international stu-
dents studied in the U.S. dur-
ing 2011-12, a 5.7 percent in-
crease from the prior year.
However, just 273,996 Ameri-
cans took their books over-
seas, a 1.3 percent gain.

The discrepancy with Chi-
na is particularly noteworthy.
Data show 194,029 Chinese
students ventured to the U.S.,
compared to 14,596 American
students who studied there.

Fanyu Meng, a 21-year-old
college student from China,
was one of four Yantai Univer-
sity students who studied this
spring at FGCU through its
sister-institution relationship.
No FGCU students studied at
Yantai. Meng honed her Eng-
lish-speaking skills and
soaked in American culture.

“If you have a chance to get
abroad, it’s a very precious ex-
perience,” Meng said. “It
opens your world so you can

see and know more about it.”
Academic exchanges

aren’t just encouraged in
Asia; they’re expected.

National University of Sin-
gapore sends 2,000 students
annually to 300 partner insti-
tutions across 40 countries,
according to deputy president
and provost Tan Eng Chye,
who earned a master’s and
Ph.D. at Yale University.

At the University of Hong
Hong, students are advised to
complete two or three inter-
national experiences, accord-
ing to Albert Wai-lap Chau,
dean of student affairs and di-
rector of general education.

Bugil Academy, a college
preparatory high school in
South Korea, operates a Glob-
al Leader Program with one
overriding goal for students:
earning acceptance letters
from American universities.

“If they study hard, they
can achieve their dream,”
said program director Seung-
ho Pi.

A degree from an Ameri-
can college can be more valu-
able for students than a de-
gree earned in their home-
land. It shows they are cul-
tured, bi- or trilingual and
have a global perspective.

But many of these interna-
tional students take the edu-
cation and run, returning to
their homelands after gradua-
tion. Chau argues those aren’t
wasted scholarships.

“American taxpayers are
paying for these students, but
it extends America’s influ-
ence around the world,” said
Chau, who earned a master’s
and doctorate from the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin.

Alternatives
Daniel Rottig, an associate

professor at FGCU, said it’s
difficult to teach interna-
tional business without plac-
ing students in an interna-
tional setting. He equates it to
a swim instructor giving les-
sons on a football field.

“You really don’t know if
you can swim until you jump
in the water,” he said.

Rottig launched a project
called X-Culture that con-
nects FGCU students with
their counterparts overseas
through Skype, social media
and other electronic means.

“There is tremendous po-
tential using technology to
link classrooms, project work
and discussions,” said Brad
Farnsworth, assistant vice
president of the American
Council on Education’s Center
for Internationalization and
Global Engagement, which is
based in Washington “It’s not
feasible for many students to
get on an airplane and study
somewhere else for a few
months.”

Tight fiscal times curtailed
foreign exchange programs,
but universities’ budgets also
have taken a beating. In a six-
year span, FGCU saw a loss of
$15.7 million in operational
funds, a 27 percent reduction.

Colleges that lead interna-
tional rankings have the big-
gest budgets, endowments
and tuition costs. Public insti-
tutions don’t have those luxu-
ries. Baty said universities fil-
tering down the rankings are
those where funding has been
dramatically cut.

“This is a potential tragedy
in the making,” Baty said.

Connect with Dave Breitenstein on
Twitter (@D_Breitenstein) and Facebook
(DaveBreitenstein).

Hwy-Chang Moon, professor and dean of the graduate school of international studies at Seoul National University, explains a series
of data charts documenting South Korea’s rise as an economic force. Moon’s students have been analyzing factors that build a
successful corporation and economic system. DAVE BREITENSTEIN/THE NEWS-PRESS

Continued from A1

Colleges

ABOUT THE REPORTER
Dave Breitenstein has covered K-12 and higher education for 16 years, and is the recipient
of 33 state and national writing awards. He earned a bachelor’s degree in journalism from
the University of Kansas and a master’s degree in educational leadership from FGCU.

A
t most schools and
colleges in the
U.S., a C grade is
good enough.

That’s not the
case in Asia. Earning a medio-
cre grade – and being OK with
it – is unfathomable.

“If it’s not an A, it’s not any
good,” said Kyu-ho Kim, 24, a
senior business major at
Seoul National University
who commutes four hours
daily to and from campus.

The pursuit of perfection
permeates classrooms in
Asia, where large populations

Separation in the class-
room is crucial, especially in
courses where professors
grade on a curve. Some pro-
fessors only allow a certain
percentage of students to
earn A’s, so one or two missed
questions can drop a student
down the chart.

Rax Suen Chun Lung, a
computer science major at
National University of Singa-
pore, said competition fuels
his fire. Simply listing a col-
lege degree on his resume will
do nothing to improve his job
prospects. 

“Having a degree isn’t an
advantage,” said Lung, 24.
“It’s a necessity.”

textbooks.
“Anxiety makes me study

harder to get a perfect score,”
Moon said.

Although Asia is a rapidly
developing economic center,
highly desirable, high-paying
jobs still are limited to capital
cities. Knowing graduates
from around the country want
the same job as her, 21-year-
old Fanyu Meng believes a
flawless academic record will
set her apart.

“In China, you have a lot of
competition,” said Meng, an
English major at Yantai Uni-
versity in China. “If you do not
work hard, you will fall be-
hind the others.”

events, concerts, doctor ap-
pointments or even family va-
cations. More time in class
equals more learning, which
equals higher test scores,
which equals better college
options, which equals better
job opportunities.

“If I can’t get a perfect
score, I won’t get a good job
and I’ll earn less money,” said
24-year-old Jun Sang Moon,
an engineering major at Seoul
National University.

Moon admits he worries
how others view him. If his
grades dip, that says some-
thing about him as a person,
and it’s a motivating factor to
spend long hours poring over

of youth battle for limited
space at prestigious high
schools and universities, and
ultimately, in the workplace. 

“What happens in the class-
room determines where you
go in life,” said Jason Schip-
per, a doctoral student and in-
structor of social studies edu-
cation at the University of
Florida.

And that’s why Asian par-
ents, Schipper said, have such
a strong hand when it comes
to education. Education is a
student’s primary concern.

Contrast that with Ameri-
ca, Schipper said, where
many parents allow children
to miss class time for sporting

Asia’s grade expectations: ‘Bad’ starts with a B
By Dave Breitenstein
dbreitenstein@news-press.com

HONG KONG — A con-
sensus top-three institu-
tion in Asia, the Univer-
sity of Hong Kong isn’t
sitting idle.

HKU revamped its
curriculum, eliminat-
ing three-year under-
graduate degrees in fa-
vor of an extra year of
instruction. New
courses cover scientific
and technological liter-
acy, humanities, global
issues and China’s cul-
ture and society.

Administration
wants to extend learn-
ing beyond the class-
room.

“It is not just about
the courses, exams or
assignments,” said Al-

bert Wai-Lap Chau,
dean of student affairs
and director of general
education. “It is every-
thing they do in three or
four years.”

HKU is promoting
study abroad opportuni-
ties, academic advising,
distinguished lecturers
and problem solving.
Faculty also are being
groomed for changes,
asking “why” and “how”
instead of just seeking
the answer.

“It’s not the answer
they’re looking for; it’s
the thinking behind the
answer,” said John
Spinks, senior adviser
to the vice chancellor.

— Dave Breitenstein

Jessica Hung, a 21-year-old third-year student at the
University of Hong Kong, is one of the last third-year
“seniors.” DAVE BREITENSTEIN / THE NEWS-PRESS 

Hong Kong U. is
elite, never inert

SEOUL, South Korea —
They say imitation is the
sincerest form of flat-
tery.

If so, South Korea has
been dishing out lots of
compliments.

Professor Hwy-
Chang Moon, dean of the
graduate school of inter-
national studies at Seoul
National University,
said Korea’s economy is
thriving because it

keeps looking over its
shoulder.

“The secret to suc-
cess is benchmarking,
seeing what the other
guys are doing well, and
then adding something
of your own,” Moon said.

SNU plans to hire
more professors and re-
searchers who were suc-
cessful overseas. The
education system is tout-
ing creativity and criti-
cal thinking, strategic
areas of reform that
have proven successful
in the Western world.

Korea, in essence, is
hoping to create the next
iPhone-like revolution in
education by picking
and choosing the best in-
structional strategies.

“Steve Jobs didn’t in-
vent the telephone, the
camera or the Internet,
but look what the iPhone
did,” Moon said.

— Dave Breitenstein

Professor Hwy-Chang
Moon. DAVE BREITENSTEIN/THE

NEWS-PRESS 

S. Korea observes

TAIPEI, Taiwan — Sin-
gapore, China and Japan
command all of the at-
tention, but Taiwan is
ready for some attention
and a seat at the big ta-
ble.

National Taiwan Uni-
versity has ramped up
its research activities,
grown its graduate pro-
grams and signed more
partnerships with over-
seas institutions. Its
most recent interna-
tional ranking of No. 134,
according to London-
based Times Higher
Education, has it poised
to crack the top 100 if it
keeps progressing.

“I think we are head-

ing to a right direction so
that we can bring our-
selves to the interna-
tional stage and let the
world know what we are
doing and what we are
good at,” said senior
Sheila Tsao, 22, an agro-
nomy major.

When pressed for ex-
amples of NTU’s top ma-
jors, Hsiao-Wei Yuan,
dean for international
affairs, could not single
out any program.

“I won’t say our edu-
cation system is the best;
we are still trying to im-
prove, but I do think we
have a very solid founda-
tion,” Yuan said.

— Dave Breitenstein

Often overlooked, National Taiwan University is hoping
a multitude of worldwide partnerships will generate
publicity. DAVE BREITENSTEIN/THE NEWS-PRESS 

Strong foundations
are key in Taiwan

SINGAPORE — There are
no crops, no oil and no auto-
mobiles from there.

“Singapore has no natu-
ral resources, only human
resources,” said Tan Eng
Chye, provost and deputy
president at National Uni-
versity of Singapore. “We
must optimize our human

capital to be successful.”
One strategy is NUS’

Entrepreneurship Centre,
which nurtures startup
companies inspired by pro-
fessors, researchers, stu-
dents and alumni. NUS
doesn’t restrict brainpow-
er to the classroom or lab,
assigning students to one

residence hall stocked
with brainstorm potential.

“We start bouncing
ideas off each other,” said
Rax Suen Chun Lung, 24, a
computer science major
who’s developing pest
management technology.

One idea that sprung
from the Centre involved a

software program for
smartphones that could
save a backup copy of
downloaded music. McA-
fee acquired the NUS star-
tup in 2010.

“Our four graduates be-
came instant millionaires,”
Chye said.

- Dave Breitenstein

Students at the University of Singapore are encouraged to work in groups, bouncing ideas off one another instead of
studying and learning in isolation. DAVE BREITENSTEIN / THE NEWS-PRESS

Singapore’s people enough for prosperity

TOKYO — Japan is a
global power, but not a
melting pot. Japanese is
far and away the lead-
ing language spoken at
home.

Within Asia, Japan is
middle of the road in
English proficiency,
trailing Pakistan, India
and South Korea.

“The Ministry of
Education was alarmed
to see those numbers,”
said Yujin Yaguchi, as-
sociate professor at the
University of Tokyo.

Yaguchi heads Pro-
grams in English at Ko-
maba, which offers
bachelor’s degrees in

environmental sciences
and Japan in East Asia
that can be completed
by taking only classes
taught in English.

It’s one way of diver-
sifying a student body,
Yaguchi said, that is 98
percent Japanese. The
initial cohort of 27 stu-
dents came from 11
countries, including
three from the U.S.

“I wanted to get out
of my comfort zone,”
said Xinle Su, 20, of Sin-
gapore. “Education is
more about broadening
horizons than just hard
knowledge.”

— Dave Breitenstein

The University of Tokyo is offering two degree
programs entirely in English to attract international
students. DAVE BREITENSTEIN / THE NEWS-PRESS 

Japan diversifies

F
lorida’s univer-
sities have be-
come a magnet
for Asian col-
lege students,

who are enrolling by the
thousand in 11 public in-
stitutions.

The State University
System reported 10,776
Asian students in fall
2011, nearly 64 percent of
which were graduate
students. And those
aren’t students of Asian
descent; they are stu-
dents who are citizens of
China, India, South Ko-
rea or 45 other Asian
countries.

“The fact that more
students from outside
the United States are
choosing Florida to con-
tinue their higher educa-
tion shows that we have
built an international
reputation for quality,”
said Kim Wilmath, the
university system’s di-
rector of communica-
tions.

China sent the most
college students here
with 3,636, of which 2,548
were graduate students.
Nationally, the split be-
tween undergraduates
and graduates is nearly
50/50, according to a re-
port from the New York-
based Institute for Inter-
national Education.

Although interna-
tional students pay high-
er tuition rates than Flor-
ida residents, graduate
students can lower their
costs by teaching or con-
ducting research. Uni-
versities also can offer
tuition waivers, and in-
stitutions signing formal
agreements with col-
leges overseas charge tu-
ition equal to the home
university rate.

The University of
Florida has the state’s
highest percentage of
Asian students at 7.6 per-
cent of the student body.
FGCU ranks No. 3 with 5
percent.

In recent years, Flori-
da International Univer-
sity has signed partner-
ships with more Chinese
universities in hopes of
attracting students from
the world’s largest na-
tion. FIU even offers a
version of its website in
Chinese.

The University of
West Florida boasts a Ja-
pan Center, which has

sponsored study abroad,
cultural exchanges and
language classes for the
past 15 years. Although
many Asian centers are
located in California, for-
mer West Florida Presi-
dent Morris Marx said
the Pensacola institution
is successfully drawing
Japanese students and
business leaders wanting
to experience the “real”
America. And for Flori-
da, Marx said, relation-
ships fostered through
universities pay divi-
dends in a global econo-
my.

“Our international
trade will be bolstered
because we have friends
in all of these countries,”
Marx said.

‘Door opened’
Danling Fu, a profes-

sor of education at the
University of Florida, ex-
pects the upward trend
in Asian enrollment will
continue. A higher pro-
portion of Asian families
have the financial means
to send their children
abroad, she said, and a
federal policy shift in the
U.S. eliminated borders
for many college stu-
dents.

“The door opened, and
it’s very easy to get a visa
to study in the U.S.,” said
Fu, who is originally
from China but pursued a
graduate education in
the Northeast.

A key component in
the ongoing immigration
reform debate would
simplify the process for
international college
graduates who wish to
remain in the U.S. after
graduation.

Locally
FGCU, which oper-

ates the Institute on Chi-
nese and Emerging Mar-
ket Studies, does not
recruit internationally,
but has steadily diversi-
fied its student body and
staff through word of
mouth. The goal provid-
ing a diverse learning en-
vironment that’s other-
wise not prevalent in
Southwest Florida.

“If we bring a mixture
of individuals to this uni-
versity, whether it’s stu-
dents, faculty or admin-
istrators from other
countries, they will bring
their experiences and
connections,” said Elaine
Hozdik, FGCU’s director
of international services.

Fla. colleges
increasingly
looking East
By Dave Breitenstein
dbreitenstein@news-press.com
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