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Making the Grade:
School Achievement in Japan,
Taiwan, and the United States

Harold W. Stevenson

The reports of the National Commission on Ex-
cellence in Education and of several other studies
of American education became front-page news in
the late spring of 1983. The reports offered a force-
ful and depressing description of the scholastic
performance of American children. The children's
average levels of achievement are low, not only in
relation to their peers of previous years, but, even
more disturbingly, in relation to their present-day
counterparts in other countries. This news is
cause for serious concern. The achievement levels
of the nation's pupils have obvious implications
for future advances in technology, science, and
industry. Without well-educated scientists, engi-
neers, and workers, it will be exceedingly difficult
for the United States to make the innovations
necessary to maintain its technological and indus-
trial position in the late years of the twentieth
century.

None of this has been lost on presidential
aspirants, who have begun to include education as
a campaign issue for the 1984 election. Sharp dif-
ferences already have emerged in their recommen-
dations for rectifying the present situation.

The recommendations made by the Commis-
sion and in the other reports concentrate on the
nation's secondary schools, a questionable empha-
sis. Results emerging from a large cross-national
study we have been conducting for the past several
years suggest that we cannot focus solely on im-
proving the performance of high schools students.,
Our children lag behind those of other countries a
few months after they enter first grade. It would
appear, therefore, that our national problem lies
not only in American schools, but also in Amen-
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can homes. When differences in achievement arise
so early in the child's formal education, more must
he involved than inadequate educational practices
in the first grade. Improving secondary education
is an important goal, but efforts concentrated on
secondary-school students may come too late in
their academic careers to be effective.

The Study

The stimulus for our research did not come initial-
ly from an interest in comparing school achieve-
ment of American children with that of children in
other cow tries. Rather, we were interested in
reports of clinicians and educators woo claimed
that reading disabilities, a common problem
among American school children, were rare
among Chinese and Japanese children. Arguments
to support this claim centered upon the differences
in the writing systems used in Chinese, Japanese,
and English. However, no empirical evidence had
been reported to support these claims, and we soon
discovered why this was the case. No reading tests
existed in Chinese, and the only tests we could
find in Japanese were those designed for group
administration. Comparing scores of Japanese and
American children on reading tests was impossi
He because the two sets of tests were not compar-
able. Before we could collect any data, therefore,
we found it necessary to construct a reading test.
For the test to he useful, the content of the
Chinese, Japanese, and English versions had to he
comparable, and the test had to he cultural!), fair,
reliable, and interesting. Details of the test's con-
struction cannot he given here, but a team of hi-
and tri-lingual researchers spent nearly a year en
swing that the test met these standards. The test
was based on meticulous analyses of the words,
grammatical structures, and story content in the
elementary school textbooks used in the three
countries where we were to conduct our research:
Taiwan, Japan, and the United States. Since we
were interested in relating reading to other aca
demic skills, we also constructed a mathematics
test in a similarly meticulous manner.

A second maior task was to select the children
for our research. Funds were sufficient to work in
only one city in each country. To represent the
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United States, we selected children in Minneapo-
lis. There were several reasons for this choice, but
the most important was that the residents of Min-
neapolis tend to come from native horn, English-
speaking, economically sound families. Few are
from a minority background. These factors, we
assumed, would provide an advantageous cultural,
economic, and linguistic environment for learning
to read English. If problems were found in Minne-
apolis, we assumed they would be compounded in
other American cities where a greater proportion
of the children would have English as a second
language, be from economically disadvantaged
homes, and have parents whose cultural back-
ground diverges from the typically middle-class
milieu to which American elementary school cur-
ricula generally are addressed.

The Japanese city we chose as most compa-
rable to Minneapolis was Sendai, which is located
in the Tohoku region several hundred miles north-
east of Tokyo. It, too, is a large, economically suc-
cessful city, with little heavy industry and with a
status within Japanese culture similar to that of
Minneapolis in the United F .es. Taipei was the
Chinese city in which it was most feasible for us to
conduct our research, in terms of language, size,
colleagues, and other factors.

Having chosen the cities, we had to he sure
that we tested a representative sample of children.
To accomplish this, ten schools in each city were
selected to provide a representative sample of the
city's school children. We wanted to test children
shortly after they entered school and also near the
end of their elementary education. Thus we chose,
at random, two first-grade and two fifth-grade
classrooms in each school. Since the age of school
entrance is the same in all three countries and
there is universal attendance in elementary school,
the children from each country's sample should
have been comparable in chronological age and in
range of ability.

All children in these 120 classrooms were
adminis' ,d the reading testnearly 5,0(X) chil-
dren in the three countries. (Throughout the study,
all tests were given individually, to one child at a
time.) In view of the other information we wished
to obtain, a sample of this size was impossibly
large. To serve as the subjects for the rest of the



study, therefore, we randomly selected six hays
and six girls troth each classroom. This procedure
resulted in a sample of 240 first graders and 240
fifth graders from each city. These 1,440 children
were studied intensively. They were given, indi-
vidually, the mathematics test and a battery of
cognitive tasks. The children's mothers were in-
terviewed and their teachers responded to an
extensive questionnaire. Each child was observed
for 20 randomly selected 40-minute periods over
several weeks. The tests, interviews, and observa-
thins were made at comparable times within the
school year in each country. These procedures
yielded an enormous array of information, only a
glimpse ot which can be presented here.

Achievement Scores

Scares from the achievememt tests can he summa-
rized in many ways. One (it the most striking
comes tram the frequency of high and low scorers
in each city. For this purpose, we combined the
data for the children from all three cities and se-
lected the 100 children who received the top scores
in reading and the 1(X) children who received the
lowest scares. The procedure was repealed for the
mathematics test.

American children tended to he overrepre-
sented among both the hest and the worst readers.
It children in the three cities pertorm comparably,
approximately 33 children from each country
should he among those receiving the top 100
scores. Similarly, there should he approximately
33 children tram each country among those receiv-
ing the lowest l(R) scores. Among first graders,
however, 47 American children were in the hot-
tam group according to their scores on reading
vacahulary items, and in scores related to their
comprehension of what they had read, there were
56 American children in the bottom group. Cor-
responding numbers tor the fifth grades were 43
and 47. In each case, theretore, the number at
American children among the worst readers great
!y exceeded the number we would expect it reading
skills to t .e three cities were equivalent.

he wimp ot top readers also tended to include
a greater number of American children than would
he expected. In reading vo-abulary, 47 American
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children were among those receiving the top 1(X)
scares at first grade, although in scores on rending
cotnprehension there were 32 American first
graders. The corresponding numbers for fifth
graders were 40 and 56.

Results for the mathematics test were more
startling. Among the 100 students from the three
cities who received the lowest scores, there were
58 American children at the first-grade level and
67 at fifth grade. Among the 100 top first graders in
mathematics, there were only 15 American chil-
dren. And only one American child appeared
among the top 100 fifth graders. In whatever way
the data are summarized, the poor performance of
American children is evident. For example, among
the 20 American fifth-grade classrooms, in not one
classroom was the average score on the mathe-
ina tics test equivalent to that of the children in the
worst-performing Japanese classroom.

We conclude that although there are Ameri-
can children who read very well, a disproportion-
ate number do poorly in reading. Hypotheses about
the writing systems used in the three languages
may he relevant to the discussion of why this
should he the case. Such hypotheses are of little
help, however, in interpreting the devastating find-
ings in mathematics, where very few American
children are on a par with their Chinese and Japa-
nese peers. Something is obviously awry, and nu-
merous hypotheses can he suggested to account for
these findings. Fortunately, many of these hypoth-
eses can he evaluated an the basis of the data that
were collected about the children and their fami-
lies. The evidence relevant to a number of these
hypotheses appears in the following sections.

The Search for Explanations

Intelligence. A positive relation between chil-
dren's intellectual level and academic achieve-
ment is commonly reported. Perhaps the reason
tor the differences in level of achievement is that
the Chinese and Japanese children simply are
brighter than the American children and learn
more readily. This interpretation can he evaluated
by comparing the scores on the cognitive tasks
administered as part of our study. The evidence
was negative. American children displayed no
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general tendency to receive lower scores. Ily the
filth grade, for example, scores on such tasks as
vocabulary and general information yielded no sig-
nificant differences between countries. On some
other tasks the American children performed most
effectively, while on still others the Chinese and
Japanese children received the highest scores.
There is no evidence of general cognitive inferior-
ity among American children, and when data sup-
porting such a hypothesis are reported (e.g., Lynn,
1982), the results can be shown to arise from
numerous methodological defects, such as selec-
tive sampling of children (Stevenson & Azuma,
1983). (It should also he noted that in none of our
samples were there indications of general sex dif-
ferences in cognitive ability.)

Parents' Education(/' Status. The amount of edu-
cation received by a child's parents is commonly
found to be positively related to the child's level of
achievement. Perhaps our results could be ex-
plained by educational differences between par-
ents. Perhaps the Japanese and Chinese parents
had exceeded the American parents in educational
levels. Again, this was not the case. Over half the
American mothers had attended college (58 per-
cent) a figure much higher than that found in
Sendai (22 percent) or Taipei (;3 percent). Nearly
twice as many American fathers were college grad-
uates (66 percent) than were the fathers of the
children in Sendai (39 percent) or Taipei (32 per-
cent). Even though the parents' educational status
may contribute significantly to the prediction of
academic performance of children within a coun-
try, it did not account for the differences in chil-
dren's performance from one country to another.

Teachers

The training teachers have received may contrib-
ute to their pupils' academic success. Information
on this and other areas was obtained from the
children's teachers, IN tio were very cooperative in
responding to our questions.

The American teachers were all university or
college graduates. One-fourth had a master's de-
gree and one had a Ph.D. Nearly all had majored in
education as undergraduates; 76 percent had

Report

majored in elementary educatioh. In Taiwan,
nearly all teachers (85 percent) were graduates of a
five-year teachers' college in which they enrolled
after graduating from middle s':hool. These teach-
ers began their teaching careers after attending the
equivalent of three years of high school and two
years of college. Among the Japanese teachers, (S
percent had a bachelor's degree. Of these, 70 per-
cent had majored in elementary education. Teach-
ers in Minneapolis had taught an average of 15
years, the Chinese and Japanese teachers, 17 years.
There is little basis for explaining cross-national
diffeicnces in the children's performance in terms
of the training or experience of their teachers.

Teachers were asked about the major prob-
lems or difficulties they encountered as teachers.
American and Japanese teachers indicated that
their major problem was the demands made on
their time. Fur the Chinese teachers, the greatest
problem was the expectations of the parents. The
second most frequently mentioned problem for
both Chinese and Japanese teachers was meeting
children's individual needs. This is understand-
able when the teacher is responsible for class-
rooms of 40 or 50 children, but American teachers
also mentioned this problem frequently, even
though there were no inure than 25 children in
their classrooms.

One type of problem mentioned by many
American teachers, but not by Chinese or Japanese
teachers, was they that were being asked to as-
sume too many different roles. Here is how one
Minneapolis teacher put it:

One of my big problems is being held responsible
for things which are not strictly a teacher's re-
sponsibility. I feel many of the things I am asked to
teach should he the responsibility of the parents. I
feel parents should teach the child how to behave
and to he responsible for his/her own discipline.
Teachers should only need to remind the child
occasi onally about such behavior. 1 feel the same
about social adjustment, interpersonal relation
chips, gcx education, moral character, self-image
and guidance. and similar areas. Since each family
has different ideas about these things, teachers
and schools are always criticized for ideas taught
in these areas. There is little agreement even in
homogeneous communities.

Candid replies such as this one suggest that
many American elementary school teachers are
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being asked to take on too many tunctions other
than teaching, including the roles of counselor,
tamhy therapist, and surrogate parent. Their re-
sponses imply that it they could shed some of
these nonacademic functions, they would spend
more of their time actually teaching.

Despite their problems, the majority 169 per-
cent) of the American teachers said they would
choose teaching again if they were deciding on a
career. This was lower than the percentage of
Chinese teachers (86 percent), but, surprisingly,
higher than among lapaneses teachers (S4 percent).

Time Spent in Instruction

The extent ut learning depends, in part, upon the
amount ut time spent in practice. We therefore
looked at the amount of time children are in
school. Children in Taipei and Sendai spend ap-
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proximately 240 days in school each year. The
American school year varies from state to state,
but typically comprises only 178 days. In all three
cities in our study, children are in school between
six and a half and seven hours in first grade, but by
the fifth grade the Chinese children are in school
nearly two hours more a day than the American
children, and the Japanese children one hour more
a day. In addition, classes are held for a half day on
Saturday in both Taipei and Sendai. Overall, there-
fore, the Chinese and Japanese children had re-
ceived many more hours of schooling prior to
taking the reading and mathematics tests than had
the American children.

How is the time spent on those days that the
children are in school? We are able to provide a
detailed answer to this question. In the classroom
observations, one of the variables recorded was the
subject being taught. Highly reliable estimates of
the proportion of time the teachers spent on the
various subjects can be derived from them:: records.
These proportions appear in Figure 1.
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American teachers spent a much lower pro-
portion of time on mathematics instruction than
on language arts. The time was similarly divided
in first-grade Japanese and Chinese clasrpoms. By
the fifth grade, however, teachers in Japan and
Taiwan spent eq.ial amounts of time on the two
subjects. In every American first-grade classroom,
a greater proportion of time was spent on teaching
language arts than on mathematics. The distribu-
tions overlapped in Sendai and Taipei; that is, in
some classrooms the teachers spent as much time
teaching mathematics as they did teaching read-
ing. Among American fifth-grade classrooms,
however, there were classrooms in which our
observers never found the teacher engaged in in-
structing the children in mathematics. Some time
undoubtedly was spent teaching mathematics in
these classrooms, but it must have been a very
small amount. The proportion of time spent on
reading instruction in the American fifth-grade
classrooms varied from less than lU percent to
nearly 80 percent.

One possible interpretation of the low math-
ematics achievement of American children, then,
is that they spend less time in school, and of the
time they spend in school, a smaller proportion is
devoted to mathematics than is the case in other
countries.

Merely looking at the amount of time spent in
an activity does not tell the whole story. Exposing
children to instruction does not ensure that they
will learn. The teacher must have the children's
attention. We found strong evidence that Japanese
and Chinese children were much more likely to
attend to the teacher and their work than were the
American children. Children were engaged in ac-
tivities we designated as inappropriate much more
frequently in American classrooms. Coded as in-
appropriate were such behaviors as talking to peers
during class, asking irrelevant questions, wander-
ing about the room, or staring into space. Thus,
American children not only spend less time in
school, they also spend a much greater proportion
of class time in activities tha+ interfere with
learning.

1 lomework. Learning occurs at ho .0e as well as at
school. Some home learning take place as chil-

dren practice their lessons through homework.
The responses of American parents and teachers to
several questions about homework show that
neither group generdly considers homework of
great value. This attitude is in marked contrast to
that of parents and teachers in Japan and Taiwan.
As a consequence, American children sper much
less time on homework than do Japanese c ldren,
and both groups spend vastly less time on ume-
work than Chinese children.

One indication of the time spent or irme-
work comes from estimates made by the ch.
mothers, who were asked how much time tneir
child typically spent on homework each weekuay
and during each day of the weekend. American
children clearly spend small amounts of time
doing homework. On weekdays, American fit

children were estimated to spend an average
of 14 minutes a day on homework, and in fifth
grade, 46 minutes a day. In Japan, the correspond-
ing averages were 37 and 57 minutes. In Taiwan,
first graders were estimated to spend an average of
77 minutes a day on homework, and fifth graders
114 minutes. On weekends, American children
studied even lessan estimated seven minutes on
Saturday and 11 minutes on Sunday. The corres-
ponding values for the Japanese children were 37
and 29 minutes, and for the Chinese children, 83
and 73 minutesand this in addition to the half
day in school on Saturday.

Homework is not limited to the times school
is in session. In Japan, where the school year begins
in April, 68 percent of the teachers made home-
work assignments during the July and August
vacationthe longest vacation during the school
year. During Christmas vacation in Minneapolis
the children's longest vacationonly 12 per-
cent of the teachers gave their pupils homework to
complete. All teachers in Taipei reported that they
gave their pupils homework to complete during
their winter vacation, the vacation that corres-
ponds ) the American Christmas vacation.

Other Activities
Children. in the three countries also differ in the
ways they spend their time in other activities.
According to their mothers, American children
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spent the most time playing, the least time reading
for pleasure, and a good deal of time watching
television. These estimates appear in Figure 2.

Another activitity in which American chil-
dren participated each day was doing household
chores. Ninety percent of the first graders and 95
percent of the fifth -grade American children had
chores assigned to them. This is in great contrast
to the Chinese children, of whom only 17 percent
at first grade and 28 percent at fifth grade were
required to do chores. The corresponding percent-
ages for Japanese children were 70 and 76. Why do
so few Chinese mothers assign their children
chores When one Chinese mother was asked why
she did not have her child do any chores, she re-
sponded, "It would break my heart": doing chores
would consume time that her child should devote
to studying.
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Finally, there is a ditterence in the amount of
tune that children reportedly spend asleep. Ac-
crding, to the mothers of huth first and fifth
graders, American children sleep over an hour
more each night than Chinese children, and nearly
a halt hour more than Japanese children. We have
no explanation for these differences, except that
American children may he more fatigued because
(It the energy spent in active play.
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Evaluations by the Mothers

The mothers were asked to evaluate cognitive and
personality characteristics that might influence
their children's academic achievement. Ratings
were made on nine-point scales, each anchored by
Live defining statfr.ments, ranging from "much
below average" to "much above average." Abilities
were defined by several words or a short phrase.
Great care was taken to select words and phrases
that express the some nuances of meaning in the
three languages.

The outcomes are immediately salient (see
Figure 3). First, the mean ratings depict an above-
average child on nearly every variable in each cul-
ture. Mothers had been asked to compare their
child with "other children his/her age." If, as we
assume, they were comparing their children with
other local children, the ratings indicate a positive
bias. Second, there is a consistent tendency for
American mothers to give their children the high-
est average ratings and for Japanese mothers to give
their children the lowest. Had no biases been oper-
ating, the mean ratings should have been very
similar. From this perspective, the bias of Ameri-
can mothers was greatest, followed by that of the
Chinese mothers; Japanese mothers can he con-
sidered the least positiveor, since the mean
ratings made by Japanese mothers were also above
averagethe most realistic.

At a later point in the interview, the mothers
were asked to rate themselves on variables com-
parable to those on which they had rated their
children. "Think of the time you were in ele-
mentary school," they were told, "Rate yourself
compared to the other children in your grade." As
was the case in the evaluations of their children,
the self-evaluations of American mothers were
generally higher than those of the Chinese and
Japanese mothers.

The high esteem the American mothers had
tor their children's cognitive abilities and also
their own extended to their evaluations of how
well their children were doing in school and of the
quality of their education. When asked about their
child's current academic performance, few Chi-
nese and Japanese mothers indicated they were
"very atistied." Even though their children per-
formed least well, American mothers were the
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most positive. As can he seen in Figure 4, more
than 40 perciht of the American mothers described
themselves as being "very satisfied." Nearly a
third of the Chinese and Japanese mothers said
they were "not satisfied" with their children's per-
formance, but only one in ten American mothers
expressed such dissatisfaction.

American mothers also were very pleased
with the job the schools were doing in educating
their children. The mothers were asked, "How
good a lob would you say school is doing this
year in educating _2" Among American moth-
ers, 91 percent judged that the school was doing an
"excellent" or -good" ioh. only 42 percent of the
Chinese mothers and 39 percent of the Japanese
mothers were this positive. Instead, the majority
of the Chinese and Japanese mothers considered
that the schools were doing a "fair" lob.

Nor did American mothers express any dis-
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satisfaction with the level of difficulty of the
school curriculum. Mothers in all three cities
strongly believed that the curriculum of their
child's school was about right: 89 percent of the
American mothers, 83 percent of the Chinese
mothers, and 84 percent of the Japanese mothers.

These data pose an interesting paradox. Amer-
ican mothers were generally the most positive
about their children and themselves and they ex-
pressed the most positive evaluations of their chil-
dren's scholastic experiences and progress. At the
same time, the American children generally dem-
onstrated the lowest levels of academic achieve-
ment. Given these findings, one wonders how
practical it is to push now for educational reform
in the United States. Schools can only respond to
the needs expressed by the parents and citizens
who provide their financial support. There is little
indication in these data that large numbers of
American parents find sufficient basis for dissatis-
faction to alter their attitudes toward American
education.

9 BEST COPY



Parental Beliefs

Experiences provided by parents may he strongly
influenced by their general beliefs i.')out the com-
ponents of success. For example, parents who
emphasize ability as the most important requisite
for success may he less disposed to emphasize the
need to w'irk hard than would parents who believe
success is largely dependent upon effort.

Our exploration of cross-national differences
in mothers' beliefs about the relative importance
of such factors involved several steps. The moth-
ers first were asked:

Many factors contribute to children's acade-
mic performance in school, such as the child's
effort, the child's natural ability, the difficulty of
the schoolwork, and luck or chance. Which of
'these do you think is the most important in deter-
mining a child's performance in school? Which is
next in importance? Next? Next?

After the four choices had been made, the
interviewer continued:

Let's say you give 1 point to the item ranked
lowest by the mother) according to its importance
in determining children's performance in school.
Now say you had a total of In points you could
give. flow many points do you think you would
give (next lowest item)? To (item ranked second)?
To (item ranked highest)?

Mothers in all three countries gave the same
rink orders to the items. Lttort was given the
greatest number of points, ability was second,
task difficulty was third, and luck was fourth (see
Figure 5). There was no difference between the
countries in the number ut points assigned to
luck, and tew points were given to task difficulty.
Points were divided primarily between effort and
ability. The average difference between the rat-
ings ut these two characteristics by American
mothers was small (.53), larger (1.76) for the
Chinese mother , and largest for the Japanese
mothers (2.71). Ratings did not differ signifi-
cantly according to the child's grade in school or
the child's sex.

The adage that Americans are confirma
vers in the value of hard work is not strongly

supported by these data. indeed, the description
seems more appropriate for Chinese and Japanese
mothers. Parents who believe success depends
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more upon ability than effort are less likely to
require their children to work hard at learning
than parents who believe that effort is more
important. The difference may explain why
American children spend so little time doilyg
homework, and also why they were found to be
less likely than Chinese and Japanese children to
attend after-school classes. The greater emphasis
of American mothers on ability may be another
variable, then, that underlies their children's
lower achievement in elementary school.

V 60

au 40

rt

111

1:3 Taiwan

USA

mm1

Very satisfied

FIGURE 4
Mothers' Attitude toward
Child's Academic Performance

SatisHed Nut SatisHed

I jap,in
0 Taiwan

USA

1

7"

Ellin Abili y Task Luck
Difficulty

FIL:1311E.

Mothers' Ratings of Factors
Contributing to Academic Success

0
3%



50 Report

assisting the Child in School

We asked the mothers many questions about fac-
tors that might he related to their children's scho-
lastic achievement. Among these was, "How do
you think parents can best help their children do
well in school?" Several types of response are
obvious: parents can undertake actions that in-
volve their children, the teachers, or the school. Of
particular interest here are the answers that fell
within the area of parent-child interaction. The
most frequently mentioned categories of response
were:

I. Helping. Helping the child with homework,
supervising homework, reading to the child,
helping the child during the preschool years,
participating in learning experiences with the
child.

2. Encouraging. Encouraging a good attitude, sup-
porting the child's interests, expressing positive
feelings about the child, h , concerned about
the child, being patient, mg understanding,
stressing the importance in education.

3, Involvement. Interacting and communicating
with the child, taking an interest in the child's
experiences at school, being aware ark: in-
formed of what is going on in school, being
available to the child.

4. Acceptance. Accepting the child as the child is.

Responses in these four categories, expressed
as a percentage of the total number of responses
that involved parent-child interaction, appear in
Figure 6. The greatest number of responses by the
lapanese mothers fell into the category of helping
their childa reminder of the term kvniku
mama: the "education mom" who assumes re-
sponsibility for directing, supervising, and assist-
ing the child's learning. Remarkably few responses

less than 10 percent hy the American mothers
tell into this category. American mothers were
likely to encourage their children or become in-
volved with their children; over 80 percent of their
responses were in these categories. Nearly 80 per
cent of the Chinese mothers, in contrast, sug-
gested that they would encourage their child or
would otter to assist their child. should he
pointed out that in Chinese families, parents are

not the only source of assistance; older siblings
and other relatives often help as well.) Accepting
their children as they are was a much more com-
mon response of the lapanese mothers than of the
Chinese or American. 1 hese differences are very
large and offer clear examples of cross-national
differences in parental beliefs.

Conclusions

The mirror we hold before us is often too small to
reflect an appropriate image of ourselves in rela-
tion to the world about us. As a result, the views
we hold of our status and significance are often
distorted. This seems to he the case with our image
of the academic achievement of American chil-
dren. As long as we look only at our own country,
we may find cause to deplore the poor performance
only of certain subgroups of our population, but
when we broaden our perspective to include chil-
dren from other countries, we have cause for more
general alarm. From the data we have presented, as
well as data from other cross-national studies (e.g.,
Comber and Reeves, 1973; Husen, 1967), it is clear
that we should not limit our attention to a partic-
ular segment of the population or a particular
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grade level. Although a small proportion of Ameri-
can children perform superbly the large majority
appear to be falling further and further behind their
peers in other countries

Changing policies governing American schools
is a formidable political, social, and economic
task. We can begin by asking questions about our
current practices and attempting to modify poli-
cies that are impeding cur children's progress in
school. Some specific questions that arise from the
research reported here are worth considering:

Should we not increase the number of days
our : hildren attend school each year, and the
amoi nt of rime they spend in school each day?

Should we not ask that children spend more
time at home working on homework?

Should we not propose that teachers he hired
to teach academic subjects, and not to pursue
various other social goals?

Should we not give parents information that
will allow them to make a more realistic appraisal
tit their children's cognitive abilities and levels of
scholastic achievement?

Should we not ask for modifications in school
policies and teaching practices so that the time
children spend in school is spent on productive
activities?

Should we not recruit parents as partners in
the educational process, so chat the parents partic-
ipate directly in their children's education, espe-
cially during the elementary school years?

Viewing ourselves in relation to athers may
not always he flattering, but it is difficult to make
sound assessments of our ourselves unless we
have the courage to make such comparison.;. In the
case of our children's academic achievement, the
picture we thus obtain is disturbing, but it is one
tor which remedies do not seem inordinately uif-
ticult to achieve.
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