
THE ECONOMIC WEEKLY December 17, 1960 

University Scene in the U S 

TEN months in the U S, mostly 
spent on one campus, w i t h 

short visits to other campuses in 
different parts of the country are, 
f rom one point of view, not an ade
quate preparat ion for an overal l 
evaluation of the educational scene. 
But f rom another point of view, the 
discussions w i t h students and facul
ty members of ha l f a dozen univer
sities, most of them belonging to 
the top of the academic ladder, 
combined w i t h long experience in 
education in Ind ia may be quite 
adequate to formulate at least some 
basic and general conclusions. Also 
the knowledge gained through con
tacts w i t h parents and members of 
the society in general in the midst 
of which the educational inst i tu
tions work, coupled w i t h the ex
perience gained as the parent of a 
student, though only for one semes
ter, may also add somewhat to the 
evaluator's competence. 

Uneven Standards 

The very first th ing that strikes 
you is the number and variety in 
standards in the inst i tut ions of 
higher education in the U S, viz 
universities. State and other colle
ges, and j u n i o r colleges. As each 
ins t i tu t ion grants its own degrees or 
certificates on the basis of the gra
des (classes) awarded by its own 
teachers. you naturally get a 
bewilder ing array of standards 
ranging from the best in the wor ld 
to quite ord inary . Therefore a BA 
or MA or even a PhD may mean 
quite different things depending 
upon where, i e in wh ich inst i tut ion, 
it was obtained. At one end of the 
scale you mav have Harvard . Yale. 
Princeton, Columbia. Cal i fornia , 
Stanford, Chicago and many others 
and at the other end universities 
which shall be left unnamed. In 
I n d i a also we have universities and 
colleges w i t h a high reputation for 
maintenance of strict standards and 
others which are not supposed to 
be so strict, but the differences are 
not so glar ing, par t icular ly because 
all colleges send up their students 
to the universi ty to which they are 
affiliated and all universities recog
nise each others examinations so 
that the differences are u l t imate ly 
el iminated. The standards in some 
colleges and universities in the U S, 
on the other hand. are very poor 
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and may not mean much as far as 
t ra in ing and competence are con
cerned, 

System of Evaluation 

If one observes the students, one 
notices the extremely h igh propor
tion of very serious students on the 
campuses of the better universities. 
Almost f rom the first day of the 
semester the students - or most of 
them take to hard work. They 
are helped in this by various fac
tors. F i rs t ly it is their instructors 
and professors who are the final 
judges of their grades at the end 
of the semester. In other words, 
there are no external examiners 
and also, the students' grades are 
not determined solely on the basis 
of the final examination, as in I n 
dia, but are ar r ived at on the basis 
of the total evaluation of each stu
dent's work as judged by the quiz
zes, tests, assignments etc. These 
tests are given every week or fort
night and there is also the mid- term 
examination, which is a sl ightly 
more formal affair. 

It is therefore difficult to find on 
the campuses here the type of stu
dent, which is quite common in 
India , viz the one who takes it 
easy dur ing the major part of the 
year or term and trusts to c ramming 
and " l i ke ly" ' questions to get Kim 
through the final examinat ion. The 
instructor gets a pretty good idea of 
the calibre and indust ry of every 
student in his charge as the term 
advances and the final examination 
is only one of several items in the 
evaluation of a student's work. 

Students Serious 

The somewhat in fo rmal atmos
phere in the class-room in the U S 
universities, the asking of questions 
du r ing the course of the lecture, 
the discussions and cross-talk are 
quite different f rom the usual scene 
in Ind ia . But then, there are hard
ly any students in the class who are 
indifferent to what is happening or 
who consider creation of disturban
ces and diversions as a legit imate 
ac t iv i ty . Almost every student is 
keenly aware of what his objectives 
are in coming to the universi ty and 
is anxious to take fu l l advantage of 
the facilities, par t icular ly in the 
more important universities. I am 
to ld that this may not be true to 

the same extent of the less known 
institutions, but even there one ne
ver finds what I used to call "the 
resistance to serious w o r k " which 
is unfortunately so common in 
India . 

It is true of course that in this 
"affluent society" the p ropor t ion 
of students to faculty is very low 
and that the teacher handles very 
small groups as far as tests, assign
ments and similar things are con
cerned. But lecture classes are as 
big or sometimes even bigger than 
in India . The number of fo rma l 
lectures that a teacher is expected 
to give is definitely smaller but I 
cannot say that the teacher here is 
less busy on that account. He is 
kept f u l l y occupied by lectures, 
seminars, group discussions, i n d i v i 
dual student guidance, reading of 
answer books, quizzes, tests etc and 
f rom what I have seen, the essays 
and assignments are corrected w i t h 
scrupulous care and the marginal 
notes and corrections show that the 
work is done very thoroughly. 

Facul ty , Pa ins tak ing 

When a large number of students 
take the same course, the lectures 
may be given by a senior member 
of the faculty and the instructors 
(corresponding to our tutors and 
j un io r lecturers) entrusted w i th the 
other work mentioned above. But 
at all levels what impressed me was 
the conscientiousness w i th which 
the duties were discharged. Instruc
tors as well as the more senior 
members of the faculty have to be 
on the campus in their offices at 
stated hours on several days of the 
week so that they are accessible to 
the students for discussion and gui
dance. Every member of the facul
ty is expected to devote a large 
part of his time to keeping himself 
upto date in his subject and even
tua l ly publish the results of his 
researches and /o r deliberations. 
This is more true of the university 
than of the college. But even there 
the teacher does not consider that 
he is entitled to take it easy or that 
his duties are over the minute he 
has taken a class. 

One of the things that the Amer i 
can teacher in institutions of higher 
education never does is paid exami
nation work. In Ind ia , thousands 
of university and college teachers 
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every year undertake to evaluate 
answer papers of the many exami
nations held by universit ies and 
other bodies. In the U S such 
arrangements are unknown. Natu
r a l l y no par t of the vacation is 
spent in this ac t iv i ty and the whole 
of i t is available either for recrea
t ion or for study. 

There is, however, a counterpart 
to the Ind i an college or univers i ty 
teacher earning some extra money 
by w o r k i n g as an examiner or 
paper-setter. That is the Amer i can 
teacher who works in the summer 
session of his o w n or of some other 
ins t i tu t ion and earns extra money. 
These summer sessions are held 
d u r i n g the long vacation and a 
number of courses are offered, 
though not a l l those which are of
fered in the regular semesters or 
quarters. Many students take these 
courses and shorten the total t ime of 
their study. The teachers who 
teach in the summer session do so 
on an entirely voluntary basis and 
receive addi t ional pay for i t over 
and above their usual salary. 

No Book-Worms, Either 

Everybody, but par t i cu la r ly the 
student, has mastered the art of 
d i v i d i n g his t ime in the most effec
t ive way between work and p lay . 
In the first place, the five-day week 
gives them two "free" days so 
that even if they devote one of them 
to home-study or l i b r a r y work , 
they s t i l l have another for all k inds 
of recreation, da t ing , etc. 

Music, drama, sports, the ram-
pus da i ly paper, the various kinds 
of magazines. the dances. the 
hikes, the student meetings to discuss 
on-campus and off-campus issues, 
lectures by faculty members and 
visitors, exh ib i t ion of foreign f i lms 
and many other activities too nume
rous to be mentioned, are going on 
all the t ime and some students are 
attracted by every single one of 
them. 

W i t h 20,000 students on the 
Berkeley campus and s imilar num
bers on many others, there is no 
occasion or act iv i ty that br ings to
gether a l l students or even a majo
r i t y of them. In smaller universi
ties or in colleges w i t h not too 
many students there are occasions 
and activities that, involve the pa r t i 
c ipat ion of most students. But in 
any case the t h ing that impresses an 
observer is the bubb l ing enthusiasm 
of the students both fo r study and 
also for other activities. Indiffe

rence and apathy are ent i rely 
absent. 

Financial Resources 

Even a short vis i t to the campus 
of a univers i ty makes it clear that 
the inst i tut ions of h igher education 
have, by and large, ample resources 
for ca r ry ing out their work . In 
the case of private, i e non-state 
inst i tut ions money comes in f r o m 
fees and donations and also f r o m 
the indirect support of indust ry , 
business and charitable foundations 
for schemes of expansion, research 
etc. The fees in the best k n o w n 
Amer i can Universi t ies are h igh , 
even when considered, in relation to 
the h igh standard of l i f e . Ha rva rd . 
Yale . Princeton. Stanford and 
others in that class charge about 
$ 1200 per year, some even $ 1500. 

The slate universities, because 
they receive annual grants f rom the 
state budget, usually charge no or 
very low fees for the natives, but 
all others inc lud ing Americans f rom 
other states have to pay h igh fees. 
Thus at Berkeley, Californians pay 
only about $ 120 per year as ex
t ra-curr icular fees whi le a l l others 
pay about $ 800 per year. Contr i 
butions, donations and endowments 
fo rm a very impor tant source of 
the income of educational insti tu
tions, par t icu lar ly at the higher 
level. Past students of the inst i tu
tions contr ibute substantially to 
these endowments, etc. Every year 
the total of all contr ibut ions to 

Amer ican colleges and universi t ies 
runs in to m i l l i o n s of dol lars . The 
substantial and regular contr ibu
tions f rom past students, w h i c h is 
such a conspicuous feature in the 
financial resources of A m e r i c a n 
inst i tut ions presents a contrast to 
the si tuat ion in I n d i a . Also, i t 
should be noted that in the U S 
the past students make themselves 
responsible for the organisation of 
the a lumn i associations, the collec
t ion of the contr ibut ions annual ly 
and the maintenance of contact 
w i t h the alma mater. 

Management of Universities 

The academic and adminis t ra t ive 
sides in American universities are 
almost completely separated. The 
Board of management is generally 
composed entirely o f , people out
side the academic field whi le the 
academic side is in the hands of 
the faculty. There is no such body 
as would correspond to the court or 
senate in Indian Universit ies, w i th 
academic and lay members and 
having ju r i sd ic t ion over a number 
of aspects of the universi ty acti
vities. 

Al though there are a number of 
features about the universit ies in 
America that we cannot adopt ei
ther for want of money or because 
they wou ld be unsuitable to Indian 
conditions, we should certainly take 
up two : the seriousness of purpose 
of the American student and the 
conscientiousness of the Amer ican 
teacher. 
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