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A Country of Extremes
The American School system

    Children start school at the age of 3-5. It is a so called pre-school where they play but in contrast with Hungarian kindergarten they start learning numbers and the alphabet in the context of their everyday experiences. The natural world of plants and animals and meaningful activities like cooking or serving snacks provide the basis for learning activities. Then they continue their studies at a kindergarten which is more like a Hungarian primary school than a Hungarian kindergarten. It is compulsory and kids must learn here. Children have 2-3 lessons in the morning and after an hour of lunch time they start studying again until 3 o’clock in the afternoon.  They learn reading and writing, counting and history which are really hard for kids at the age of 5 and they sometimes even write tests too. They get home after three o’clock and they usually have homework, sometimes they have to do it for the following day sometimes for the following week. These children are tired after such long days compared with the same age Hungarian girls and boys. They even get evaluation reports after 9 weeks saying what the child did well, satisfactory or what they have to improve. It seems shocking for Hungarian parents who live in the USA and know the great differences between the two systems. If they have not improved enough they have to go to a summer school where they must learn what they missed during the school year. If they are successful at their ‘studies’ they can go to elementary school at the age of 6 (which is a bit earlier than in Hungary).  There they have the most important basic subjects and the older they get the easier the school is for them. They go to elementary school for five years and they learn a lot about their country much more than Hungarian pupils do at this age. They do not have books so their parents do not know what they are going to learn the following weeks and months. They get task sheets which the parents can check at home but it is really strange for us that they do not have books and exercise-books. The importance of their own culture, nation and holidays are learnt very well at this level. Partly because for several generations many children have had foreign born parents, schools have been used to build up a sense of Americanness. For many decades the school day started with flag salute, but in 1949 the Supreme Court ruled that no child should be obliged to take part in this practice but in the majority of schools parents want to keep these traditions alive.
       Children continue their studies at junior high school in 7th-9th grades between the ages of 12-15, it varies greatly among states. At this time, students are given more independence unlike the Hungarian system, moving to different classrooms for different subjects, and being allowed to choose some of their class subjects. It helps them to study more of what they really like and gives them more freedom and responsibility at the same time. But something must be wrong with this part of the system because this is the turning point where the so far good education system faces the first failures in different surveys.
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UhmLxII-Xfc)
       At the age of 15-16 they start their studies at high schools.  High school students at the same level do not take the same courses. They are given an immense choice of academic and non-academic courses. However, sometimes students who are really backward in learning are often allowed to go on to the next grade even though their work suggests that they should repeat a grade. 

     Besides optional subjects they have to study some compulsory ones too, like American history, social sciences and English. There are many extracurricular activities after the lessons in the US high schools which I miss from the Hungarian schools. Their choice is very rich: baseball, American football, volleyball and ice-hockey but beside sports there are photo clubs, science clubs, cheerleader team and art clubs etc.
     Although state school systems are intended to provide equal opportunity for all, there are great differences between schools. Many high schools in the central city areas include large proportions of students who are reluctant to go to school at all. Middle class people tend to live in suburbs and high schools there are likely to be dominated by pupils striving towards university entrance. There are a few expensive private schools but there is no significant tradition of privileged private education below the level of university.
    American school system does not differ much from the ones we can see on TV. They start school at 8 o’clock and finish at 3, which is rather similar to our school days. But after school they start a new period with their club life which is very important for their future studies at the universities as they can get credits for these activities and that is why there are sometimes more students at school after the lessons than during them.
    Unfortunately there are many problems about high schools in the USA. There was an article about it on the internet and I would like to quote from it.

 ‘Kids at New York's Abraham Lincoln High School told me their teachers are so dull students fall asleep in class. One student said, "You see kids all the time walking in the school smoking weed, you know. It's a normal thing here." One teacher didn't have control over the kids. Another student videotaped a boy dancing wildly with his shirt off, in front of his teacher.’
We can say the parents do not recognize these problems, because a Gallup Poll survey showed that 76 percent of Americans were completely or somewhat satisfied with their kids' public school. Achievement scores and national graduation rates are flat, while spending on education has increased more than 100 percent since 1971. More money has not helped American kids. Students in America take an international test at age of 10 and score well above the international average. But by age of 15, when students from 40 countries are tested, they place 25th. American schools do not teach as well as schools in other countries because they are government monopolies, and monopolies do not have much incentive to compete. The longer children stay in American schools, the worse they produce in international competition. They do worse than students from poorer countries that spend much less money on education, ranking behind Hungary, Belgium, Poland, South Korea and the Czech Republic. Part of the reason is that neither schools nor students spend very much time at academic studies. The National Education Commission on Time and Learning found that most American students spend less than half their day actually studying academic subjects. The studies show that American students spent only about 41 percent of the school day on basic academics. Their timetables are full of course work in self-esteem, personal safety, AIDS education, consumer training,  holistic health, and gym, the typical American high school student spends only 1,460 hours on subjects like math, science, and history during their four years in high schools. In Hungary while students do not have such freedom about what they want to learn, they study basic academics and they do much better at tests than the Americans.
Not only have they problems with the students’ knowledge but also with their teachers’ skills and suitability.
‘In New York City, it is "just about impossible" to fire a bad teacher, says Schools Chancellor Joel Klein. The new union contract offers some relief, but it's still about 200 pages of bureaucracy. "We tolerate mediocrity," said Klein, because "people get paid the same, whether they're outstanding, average or way below average." It took years to fire a teacher who sent sexually oriented e-mails to "Cutie 101," a 16-year-old student. Klein said, "He hasn't taught, but we have had to pay him, because that's what's required under the contract." Only after six years of litigation were they able to fire him. In the meantime, they paid the teacher more than $300,000. Klein said he employs dozens of teachers who he's afraid to let near the kids, so he has them sit in what are called rubber rooms. This year he will spend $20 million dollars to warehouse teachers in five rubber rooms. It's an alternative to firing them. In the last four years, only two teachers out of 80,000 were fired for incompetence. Klein's office says the new contract will make it easier to get rid of sex offenders, but it will still be difficult to fire incompetent teachers. ’
I think it could not happen in any other countries not only in Hungary but also anywhere in Europe. In Hungary it is much easier to fire an employee if his work is not satisfactory.
    For very long time America has led the world in higher education. In 1825 the United States already had over 50 colleges, and by now there are over 4000 universities, colleges and junior colleges. Still it is surprising that nearly half of all people aged nineteen are in full time education, but only half of them finish four-year courses for bachelors’ degrees successfully. After finishing high school American kids usually start working to pay the tuition fees of the university they want to study at. Higher education is not free in the States. Most students receive federal loans to cover parts of the costs of their studies, much smaller numbers receive scholarships or bursaries from other sources. Virtually all pay part of their costs themselves, from family contributions or from part-time work or both. State universities are founded and subsidized by respective state governments with an aim of providing low-cost education to residents of that state. These universities are known as public universities which distinguishes them from the private ones. The costs of studies in state universities is lower than in private universities and the residents of the particular state have to pay lower tuition fees than those from other states. Most students aiming at bachelors’ degrees take four years (freshman, sophomore, junior and senior) consecutively at the same institution, but some interrupt their courses. Some start late in life may spread their courses over several years. For each stage of the course it is necessary to gain adequate average grades over a number of courses and credits gained at one stage can be accepted for a later stage after an interval, if necessary with change from one institution to another. For the freshman year courses usually cover a wide range, with each later year there is scope specialisation. As they do not study the basic subjects well enough at high-schools, literacy acquisition usually happens at universities. They can decide about what subjects and when to study at the university and in some cases they are specialized after one or two years. Sometimes students at the same majority do not even meet for years so they do not have the same relationship with each other as students at Hungarian universities. That is why they have sororities and fraternities to feel the sense of belonging to a community. They are called the Greek system because of the names they use (alpha, beta...) and they are based on the interests the students in the club have in common. They live a busy social life, and in many cases they live together in a big house. Besides doing some charity work they have a lot of fun together under the auspices of the club. These associations are very important in their future life when they look for jobs or they need help find a job.
    About one-fifth of college graduates continue with studies for masters’ or doctors’ degrees, in their own major subjects or for professional qualifications in law, medicine, business etc., which involve two, three or four postgraduate years. Postgraduate schools admit students on the basis of their grades on bachelors’ degree studies, and require minimum-level passes in appropriate preparatory subjects.
The oldest and some way the most prestigious colleges are private (unlike the Hungarian system), founded partly from their endowments, partly by contributions from business and above all, former students. Some of the best known private universities are the oldest ones in Harvard, Yale and Princeton.
    The individual young person knows that his or her prospects of success in life depend on education more than on any other single factor, so there is an ever-increasing demand for educational opportunities in the States. For the traditional Americans respect for learning has been reinforced by a doctrine that it is an investment that brings the community an economic return as well as social and cultural improvement.
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