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Community Colleges and International Education

I want to begin by commending what you do.  The Community College movement is an example with global application of how to widen access and meet the growing demand for higher education.  How you serve your students, how you make your budgets work, and how you relate education to employment are success stories and techniques that may be one of America’s most important contributions to education at home and abroad.
Those of us in my field are also grateful to you for opening your doors to international students.  This is especially important in those societies – and there are many – where it will not be possible for the higher education establishment to meet the demand posed by ever-larger numbers of young people graduating from high school and seeking entrance into national universities.  Just to give one example: two years ago I met with the education authorities in the province of Nanjing, where China’s university system began some 5,000 years ago.  Then the enrollment was about 450,000.  As the Governor noted, “it took us 5,000 years to build enough schools to teach these students.  In less than a decade our enrollment demand will exceed 1 million.  They can’t wait another 5,000 years for education.”  So China and many other large countries with rapidly increasing younger populations look to us.

My colleagues at the Institute work closely with the leadership and staff of the AACC.  Your participation in our Education USA Fairs in Asia this past year helped to set attendance records and to get the word out that America has the world’s most diverse and accessible higher education system.  Many families around the world appreciate the opportunity you provide to students to begin their students in a welcoming and economical environment as the overall cost of higher education in the U.S. continues to rise.

And, I understand that those who traveled to participate in them also set records for what it was possible to stuff into and declare as hand-carry luggage and “personal items” after visiting Vietnam’s craft markets.  At a time when perceptions persist that international students are no longer welcome in America, by going abroad with us you help to dispel that notion and reinforce the message that our academic doors are, indeed, still open.
Today, though, I want to talk more about the challenge at home.  By virtue of the vast number of our citizens that you educate, you are also on the frontlines of making out of us all global citizens.
We have a problem because that is not what is happening.

As the latest surveys from the National Geographic Society indicate, most Americans are un-informed about the world.  Sixty percent today still cannot find Iraq on a map; Seventy-five percent can’t locate Iran, Israel, or North Korea.  Fifty percent can’t find New York City, either.  Forty percent think Rwanda is not in Africa and twenty percent think that the continent’s largest country, Sudan, is in Asia.  No wonder that the most recent study by the National Research Council of the National Academies on “International Education and Foreign Languages” begins with the finding that “A pervasive lack of knowledge about foreign cultures and foreign languages threatens the security of the United States as well as its ability to compete in the global marketplace and produce an informed citizenry.”
Now I am not going to ask you all to create a crash course in geography.  That’s the good news.  The bad news is that it is going to take much more than that.

A few years ago, at the World Economic Forum in Davos, I found myself seated next to the CEO of a very large multinational corporation.  I asked him how his American new hires were doing.  “Badly,” was the answer, ‘they come from all the best schools- but they have never been abroad.  They don’t know how to work with people from other countries and cultures.  They don’t last long in our environment.”

What is missing at every level of education is the international component.  We don’t know what to make of the world and we tend to think that nothing abroad could be as good as what can be had at home.  And when students want to go, we make it hard.  
My nephew told me a story over Easter dinner that illustrated this point.  He won a prestigious fellowship to study Roman archaeology in southern France for the coming summer.  His academic department was thrilled at his – and their – recognition.  He did not need academic credit.  And he is a student at a university whose president has made one of his declared goals that no less than 50% of all undergraduates should study abroad.

Being the conscientious student that my nephew is, he wanted to take a course on the history of the region while in Nimes and signed up to do that through a program offered by Michigan State.  He needed a signature to do that from his home university.  This proved harder than winning the fellowship in a national competition.  It took several days and several deans to approve of an honors student taking a course that he did not want to get any credit for.   
Last year, over 4800 students at community colleges took the opportunity to study abroad for academic credit.  And the total for all institutions set a record at almost 206,000.  At present trends and in the face of academic and financial obstacles, no matter how you do the math, the numbers will not add up to what is required to produce global citizens among the 15 million Americans in higher education.
I am also deeply concerned about who gets the chance to study abroad from another perspective.  The percentage that come from minority backgrounds is less than 20%, despite the fact that America’s undergraduate population will soon be more than 50% “minority”.   And in community colleges, where students of color already fill at least half the seats in some institutions, we need to be sure that their participation in study abroad is just as frequent and as easy as for students who look more like me.   But according to IIE’s Open Doors survey, less than 3% of the students who study abroad come from community colleges, although community colleges host half of all U.S. undergraduates.  

So it strikes me that study abroad is an opportunity beyond the reach and dreams of many in America, and apparently considered beyond imagining for those in community colleges.  When I point this out, I am often reminded that for many of your students, they are the first in their family to attend college. As one student put it, “getting just to here was hard enough.  For me a trip to New York City would be like foreign travel.”  I understand what it means to be the first of your family to go to college.  But as educators, we also have to be concerned with the getting out as well as the getting in.  If our young people are getting out unprepared for a workplace that is international and intercultural, their chances of succeeding are reduced no matter what courses they take.
As the statistics about study abroad I cited indicate, there is a lot of heavy lifting still required for us all to make international a part of what it means to be educated.  And since we do not have a national system of education, the leadership on this issue will have to come from the campuses themselves.  
I suggest beginning by asking if your campus has a foreign policy.  The policy should address and answer such questions as the following:
Who do we want to study abroad?

What do we want them to study?

When?

Where?

How will they get there?

Why does it make sense for them and for us?

Two weeks ago at the United Nations, The Institute of International Education announced a new, year-long research effort to examine the capacity of countries and existing programs regions to absorb a substantial increase in the number of Americans studying abroad.  We will look at who goes where and who may be missing in the picture.  We will analyze why that may be the case, assess what it means for widening and deepening the pool, examine and share best practices through our Andrew Heiskell Awards Program, and identify how we can be of help.

One of the ways we do this now is through the Benjamin A. Gilman International Scholarship Program, which we administer on behalf of the Bureau of Education and Cultural Affairs of the Department of State and the Freeman-ASIA Awards for study in Asia. The mission of the Gilman Scholarship Program is to diversify the kinds of students who study abroad and the countries where they go.  Gilman award recipients are undergraduates with high financial need, from diverse ethnic backgrounds, and from a diverse array of two and four year colleges and universities. Winners have hailed from every state in the nation and have studied in 92 different countries, including one hundred from community colleges. Since 2001, more than 13,000 students have applied for Gilman awards, although not enough applied from community colleges, in my view.  As the appropriation for this program gets increased, it has the potential to double the number of your students that have the chance to study abroad.  

Freeman-ASIA also targets undergraduates and encourages them to study in Asia.  Some 400-500 awards are made each year; and about 2% of them went to community colleges. The National Security Education Program, which we administer on behalf of the Department of Defense, provides scholarships for those in the study of critical languages, and the funding for this is increasing also.  So we have models that work and a large pool on which to draw.  Your students can get funding to study abroad, and we want to help you help them to get on their way.
You can help us by encouraging your faculty to advise students to think about going abroad and helping your faculty to understand better the opportunities available.  Let me know who should receive our weekly electronic newsletter and access to our IIEPassport website which lists thousands of study opportunities and hundreds of funding sources.
You can help yourselves by looking at the markets and employers you serve.  Many have links and businesses abroad and would welcome the chance to have career-oriented students get an advance look.
A few years ago, for example, Fox Valley Technical College won the Institute’s Heiskell Prize for innovative programs to encourage study abroad.  The leadership of this community college wanted to give students enrolled in the GM Automotive Service Education Program a chance to see how Volkswagens were produced and serviced in Germany and to interact with apprentice students there.  They found a way that leveraged their corporate support, instructional technology, and time to fit students’ means and life responsibilities.  Students and faculty from two other colleges now participate in the program.  In the process, as Fox Valley’s President David Buettner noted, they all discovered that “international experience, which may appear minimal by comparison to semester or yearlong foreign travel, may be life changing for students who frequently have not ventured far from their Midwestern hometowns.”  
When I later spoke with him, he said that he never even thought he would get to travel to New York.  I am, of course, glad he and his colleagues found their way to our city to receive the college’s award.  But they would not have gotten there without going to Germany first.
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