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2 Asian Students in the U. S.

Asian Students in the U. S.
By Paul Ciotii

A survey of East Aaian scholars in 1986 found that of
the perceived 12 best universities in the world, eight were
in the United States— Harvard, Stanford, University of
California at Berkeley, the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, Yale, Cornell, University of Michigan and
Princeton. The total enrollment of Asians in U.S. uni-
versities more than doubled during the 1980’s, according
to.the Institute of International Education in New York.

Of perhaps even greater importance to Asian students
than the prestige of American institutions, however, is
their accessibility. A given college aptitude test will get a
student into a better school in the U. S. than it will in A-
sia. Compared to Taiwan, where only 8 percent of high
school graduates make it into a four-year college, or to
Hong Kong, which has only seven key institutions, the
U.S.is a cornucopia of academic opportunity with more
than 3000 accredited institutions.

Because many Asian students coming to the U. S. have
never traveled abroad before, U. S. universities go out of
their way to ease the culture shock, inviting students to
campus before the start of the fall semester to introduce

them to the libraries, the computer systems, shopping
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4 Asian Students in the U. S.

malls, used-furniture stores, married housing, immigra-
tion counseling © and work rules.

When Wang Pei was going to school in Beijing, she says,
shg had to do morning calisthenics %, clean the dorms and
attend weekly political study sessions. She was assignedtoa
group that went to school together and followed the same
schedule for four years. Then she came to the U. S. to study
communication disorders at the University of Cincinnati,
and Wang suddenly discovered she had to find her own
housing, buy her own groceries ® and cook her own meals.
“I suddenly became my own parent,” she laments. Fur-
thermore, she was totally on her own. And far from having
her course of study assigned ® her, it was her responsibility
to pick her courses and prepare her own schedule.

Perhaps most traumatic ® to Asian students is a basic
difference in philosophy of education. “In many South-
east Asian countries the emphasis is on memorization and
rote © learning, ” says Alan Mclvor, vice-president for
enrollment at Beloit College, a small liberal arts school
northwest of Chicago. “Just get the facts, get the infor-
mation and give that back on the test. But when un-
dergraduates come to’'the United States, 'memorization
isn’t good enough. They have to argue; they have to de-
bate © . "Because many Asian students have never had to

argue or debate in class, they find it difficult.
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6 Asian Students in the U. S.

Because American schools require students to go to
class only 180 days a year (in contrast to the 243 days a
year required in Japan) and because American students
-routinely © score badly on standardized ® math exams,
some Asian students think that when it comes to education
Americans are less than firsi-rate. Before he arrived in the
U.S. from Hong Kong, Cheung Sen-Ching, a first-year
graduate student in electrical engineering at the University
of California, Berkeley, regarded American students as
“playful, immature ® and lazy. ” Later he realized that
notion was too simplistic ® . “Sure, there are party ani-
mals and nut-heads, but the majority are very hard
working, "he says.

The truth is, after enrolling in an American school,
many foreign students often are dismayed to discover how
exhausting it is. Not only do they have to do all their
schoolwork, says Gayatri Lyer, a graduate student at the
University of Cincinnati, but they have to work part-time as
well, often at jobs that middle-class Asians normally con-
sider beneath their dignity—such as work at McDonald’s.
“The workload in U. S. colleges is much harder than I o-
riginally thought it would be, ” says Berkeley engineering
student Cheung, Instead of being examined only once at
the end of a semester, there are weekly quizes, mid-term
exams, voluminous ® reading assignments and what seems

like an avalanche © of papers to write. “Life is physically
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8 Asian Students in the U. S.

harder, "says University of Cincinnati student Wang. “You
can expect to be exhausted at the end of the day. ~

Despite the workload, the language barrier and the e-
motional drain © of dealing with a foreign culture, Asian
students generally do rather well. They work around the
clock if need be. They have a tremendous 2 desire for a
good education. “They come well prepared, "~ says
Maxwell D. Epstein, dean of international students at the
University of California, Los Angeles. “They study hard
and they succeed. " In fact, for many of these students,
their biggest problems are less academic than social.
Because they read and write English better than they
speak it, theyre completely adrift ® with American id-
ioms. They feel ill-at-ease at parties and social gather-
ings.

Many U. S. observers have speculated @ that as the e-
conomies of Asia become even more prosperous ®, Asian
students will quit coming to the U. S. in favor of attending
their own universities. But as many Asian students
themselves point out, if you want to go into business, it
makes sense to study business—the leading field of study
among foreign students— in the citadel © of capitalism.
Then there’s the matter of English being the language of
international business. “The best way to learn -a language
is to experience the Language itself, ~ says Andy Soelis-

tio, a sophomore @ from Indonesia at Beloit College.
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10 Asian Students in the U. S.

Though many Asian universities are just as good as
their U. S. counterparts &, the fact remains that there still
aren’t enough universities in Asia to satisfy student de-
mand. “I've been hearing for years that as different
countries develop their educational systems they will quit
sending students here, " says UCLA’s Epstein. “In fact,
the number of foreign students increases every year. I
suspect there will always be a market for getting an

American degree.
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