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CHAPTER 1

A DESCRIPTION OF THE EDUCATION SYSTEM
IN THE UNITED STATES

by Ivan Putman Jr.

The education system of the United States is so very large and
complex that people from other countries, and many United States
citizens as well, have great difficulty understanding it and have
little realization of its extent and diversity. It is particularly difficult
for students from other countries to determine whether or not it
would be practical and beneficial for them to come to the United
States to study. Will American education be adaptable to their career
needs at home? Should they come for one term or a year, or
plan to stay for several years to earn a university degree? Which of
the many education institutions would be suitable to meet their
needs? What are the criteria and processes for a foreign student to
be admitted to a United States institution? These and many other
questions may be asked, and answering them with any certainty is
frequently difficult.

It is the purpose of this chapter to begin to provide the basis
on which an adviser to prospective foreign students may help them
decide whether or not to come to the United States to study, and,
if they decide to come, help them make choices to assure that
they will have a beneficial and satisfying educational experience.

A Composite View

The accompanying chart gives a graphic representation of the
structure of United States education. Note particularly the following
points about the chart.

1. It should be read from the bottom up, the direction of
progression from the lower educational levels to the higher.

2. The column of numbers on the left indicates the normal
age of young people at the particular level of education.

3. The numbers on the right indicate the normal number of
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3 A Description of the Education System in the United States

years of study in the elementary-and-secondary education block
and in the higher education block.

4. Numbers in parenthesis in the body of the chart indicate
the number of years normally required to complete the particular
level. It should be noted that outstanding students may occasionally
be able to complete a given level in less than the normal time,
while others because of illness or some other reasons may take
longer than normal.

5. There are four principal organizational patterns for the 12
years of the elementary and secondary levels, plus some other
less common variations. Some of these involve a separate intermediate
level between the elementary and the high school.

6. Arrows indicate points and directions of transfer from one
level or type of institution to another. Note that the successful
completion of the secondary school as evidenced by the high
school diploma, earned at the end of 12 years of schooling above the
kindergarten level, is the normal entrance requirement for all
levels of higher education.

7. The Associate in Arts or Sciences degree of the junior or
community college is a transfer degree covering the first two
years of the bachelor’s degree requirements. The one-year certificate
program and the two-year Associate in Applied Arts, Applied
Sciences, or Occupational Studies degrees, as well as the three-year
diploma of the technical institute, all in vocational and technical
fields, usually prepare students for immediate job entry after
graduation. This means that most students in these programs do
not seek immediate transfer to the four-year college or university
for additional study. They may do so but probably will not receive
full credit for their vocational or technical study.

8. The liberal arts and general education block leads to the
Bachelor of Arts or Bachelor of Science degree. The first two years
are spent in broad general education and the last two chiefly in
one or two disciplines that are referred to as major fields of study.

9. Training for a few professional fields, such as engineering, may
be undertaken on the basis of high school graduation, but most
professions require one to four years of general education and pre-
professional study before admission to the professional degree program.
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4 A Description of the Education System in the United States

The Statistical Picture

Enrollments and Related Data. Table 1 gives the actual figures for
student enrollments and numbers of instructional staff members at
the various levels of education for September 1979, compared with
the anticipated figures for the fall of 1980.

The anticipated reduction of 446,000 in overall elementary school
enrollment is due to a decline in the numbers of children aged 5 to
13 in the United States population, a fact of considerable importance
in educational planning at all levels. In 1980 education is the primary
occupation, either as student or teacher, of about 27.7 percent
of the entire population of the United States.

These enrollment figures include an estimated 252,581 foreign
students from virtually every country and political entity of the
world enrolled in the colleges and universities of the United States,
plus unknown numbers of foreign students attending other kinds and
levels of education institutions.

An indication of the importance of education is seen in the
percentage of various age groups in the United States population who
were enrolled in school in 1979: for age 7-13, over 99 percent; for
age 16-17, 89.1 percent; for age 18-19, 454 percent. Another
indication is the degree to which young people stay in school; of
1,000 children who started fifth grade in 1970, 746 graduated from
high school in 1978 and 439 entered collge.

Numbers of Institutions. In 1978-79 the numbers of higher
education institutions had increased from 1,473 (in 1977-78) to 1,474
publicly sponsored and private colleges and universities decreased
from 1,662 to 1,660.

Numbers of Graduates. In 1978-79, 3.14 million students
graduated from high school in the United States. In 1977-78, colleges
and universities awarded some 921,204 bachelors’ degrees, 66,581
first professional degree (in medicine, dentistry, and law), 311,620
masters’ degrees, and 32,131 doctorates.

Total Expenditures for Education.- The budgets of all public
elementary and secondary schools and colleges and universities in
1979-80 totaled about $135.3 billion, and expenditures of private
institutions at all levels totaled about $30.9 billion. Of this
grand total of $166.2 billion spent for education, about $107.1 billion
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6 A Description of the Education System in the United States

was spent for elementary and secondary education and $59.1 billion
for higher education. Of the total of $166.2 billion, 36.9 percent
came from state governments, 27.2 percent from local governments,
10.3 percent from the federal government, and 25.6 percent from
private sources. It is estimated that expenditures for education in
1980-81 will total $181.3 billion, an increase of 9 percent. The federal
contribution is expected to be $18.6 billion, a 8.7 percent increase
over the previous year.

The Chief Purposes of Education

Volumes have been written on the purposes of education in
the United States and the subject continues to be one of active
concern and discussion. The chief aim of education in early
colonial times was literacy in order that people might be able
to read and understand the Bible and laws. When the republic
was founded literacy was still a primary objective, but for the new
purpose of fulfilling the obligations of citizenship in the new
country. Under the new system each individual citizen was obligated
to vote according to his own opinions and conscience, and to take
part in the discussions and decision making at the local, state, and
national levels. As the nation grew in population and in territory,
as its economy expanded, and particularly as the industrial revolution
changed the complexity of life and citizenship, education grew
in importance and its goals became more diverse and comprehensive.
If the objectives of education in the United States were to be reduced
to a single sentence, it might be the following: to facilitate the
development of each individual to the maximum extent of his
capability for his own benefit and that of society.

The high school or secondary school is the terminal point of
the formal education by personal choice of perhaps half its students,
and it therefore has obligations to help them with choice of and
preparation for careers and to advance and consolidate their
preparation for adulthood, responsible citizenship, continued learning,
and other educational objectives. The other half of the high school
population will choose to go on for some higher education and also
needs adequate preparation to succeed at that level. This makes the
high school perhaps the most complex and important level of
United States education.
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7 A Description of the Education System in the United States

Compulsory Education

In order to assure that all citizens will have had the minimum
amount of education deemed necessary for a person to live, work,
and fulfill the obligations of citizenship, all but 1 of the 50 states
have adopted compulsory education laws. These laws now require
attendance in established schools for a minimum period of years
(usually from about age 7 to 16) or participation in an equivalent
educational program if health or other reasons prevent attendance. In
all states it is generally expected that students will continue in
school at least through high school if they are academically capable
of doing so.

The Curriculum

The content of education is of course central at all educational
levels. General, and also sometimes quite specific, guidelines are
prescribed by state education departments for elementary and
secondary school curriculums, but at these and other levels there is
considerable latitude for local variation. The curriculums for most
technical and professional fields must be approved by professional
accrediting organizations. However, the individual teacher ultimately
determines the specific content in his or her work with students
and classes, even though he or she observes the guidelines. More will
be said about the curriculums of the various levels of education
when the types of institutions are discussed.

Student Services

At all levels of education a variety of student services are provided
by the institutions. These developed initially at the residential high
schools, colleges, and universities which had to some degree to act
in the place of parents for the young people in their charge.
Advising on academic matters, career choice, postgraduation plans,
college choice and admission, and personal problems are regular
services of high schools.

In colleges and universities this advisory and counseling process
continues, initially with the procedures for informing students
about and admitting them to the institution. Virtually all institutions
then provide a period of orientation to help new students learn
their way around the campus, understand the way things are



