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CURRENT DEBATES

The term ‘international education’ is used to describe a range
of activities in different contexts. As used in this article,
international education refers to the intentional preparation of
American students to be contributing citizens, productive
workers, and competent leaders in the interconnected world of
the 21st century. While definitions vary slightly, international
education is generally taken to include: knowledge of other
world regions, cultures, and global/international issues; skills
in communicating in languages other than English, working in
cross-cultural environments, and using information from
different sources around the world; and values of respect and
concern for other cultures and peoples. International education
is not seen as an additional, separate subject but rather as a
dimension of every curriculum area.

The problem: the international knowledge gap
What do American students know about the world?  In June
2001, the National Commission on Asia in the Schools
concluded that, ‘Young Americans are dangerously
uninformed about international matters, especially Asia, home
to more than 60% of the world’s population.’ Research
conducted for the report found that:

• Levels of student knowledge are rudimentary. For
example, 25% of college-bound high school students
could not name the ocean that separates the United States
from Asia. Eighty percent did not know that India is the
world’s largest democracy. 

• Most teachers are not prepared. For example, of the top
U.S. colleges and universities that train teachers, only a
handful require any coursework in non-Western history
for prospective history teachers.

• Language instruction does not reflect today’s realities.
For example, while one million students study French, a
language spoken by 80 million people worldwide, fewer
than 40,000 American students study Chinese, a language
spoken by almost 1.3 billion people. 

In 2002, the National Geographic/Roper survey of young
adults in nine countries found that U.S. students lagged behind
their peers in seven other countries in their knowledge of
geography and world affairs. These statistics are obviously
oversimplified indicators, but they show that there is a great
deal of work to do. 
Why have American schools been so inward looking? There
are many contributing factors. The United States is a huge
continental landmass, isolated by two oceans. Its large

domestic market meant that international trade was, until
recently, a relatively small part of the economy. New
immigrants, fleeing repression at home, wanted to forget
where they had come from, which corresponded with the
historical mission of U.S. schools to create a new nation by
‘Americanizing’ these immigrants. Two World Wars fueled
Americans’ sense of isolationism and contributed to intense
suspicion of those who spoke languages other than English. 

In addition, the decentralized, local nature of education
decision-making led schools to focus more on state and local
history than international affairs. And, in recent years, the
focus of accountability systems on reading and math tests has
inadvertently resulted in a narrowing of curricula and
expenditure in many schools. No wonder various
internationally-oriented reform movements by advocates of
development education, peace education, global education, or
languages have not penetrated far over the past thirty years.

International education and the national
interest
Despite this deep historical tradition, a number of forces are
driving change, all linked to globalization:

• A global marketplace demands an internationally
competent workforce. Trade and returns on international
business investment have risen from 13% of the U.S.
economy to 30% over the last three decades. Already, one
in six U.S. jobs is tied to international trade. The majority
of future growth for many industries is assumed to be in
overseas markets. Future careers in many fields will
require greater international knowledge and skills. 

• September 11 shattered any notion of American isolation.
In an age in which events on the other side of the world
can have greater impact than local decisions, Americans
who wish to exercise effective citizenship in their
democracy will have to be knowledgeable about global
issues. Dealing with the biggest threats to peace and
stability – such as poverty, terrorism, HIV/AIDS, and
environmental degradation – will require increased
understanding of other world regions, cultures, and
languages.

• With immigrant populations from many parts of Asia,
Latin America, and Africa increasing across the United
States, there is felt a need for greater understanding of the
myriad cultures that students bring to school and will
encounter in their workplaces and communities.
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• Finally, international education is being propelled by a
sense that America needs to rebuild its cultural
relationships with many parts of the world. Direct contact
between young people around the world is seen as an
effective way to promote mutual understanding and
problem solving.

Building capacity in international education
If learning about other world regions, cultures, and global
issues is to become widespread in American schools, five key
issues need to be addressed: 

1. Establishing policy priority: The standards movement of
the 1980s and 90s brought a long overdue focus on what
American students need to know at various points in their
education. But this consensus, achieved before the pace
of globalization became apparent, did not make
international education a high priority. It is vital that
education about other world regions, cultures, and global
issues be made policy priority with attention and
resources comparable to those assigned to other areas of
the curriculum.

2. Increasing teacher knowledge: Teachers cannot teach
what they do not know. Opportunities must be provided
for teachers to learn about different world regions and
global issues through teacher preparation, professional
development, and through direct exposure to other
cultures through travel and exchange.

3. Expanding world languages: Only about half of
American students study a foreign language in school and
the vast majority of those take introductory Spanish.
Schools need to develop an effective pipeline in major
world languages by beginning earlier, building on
heritage communities where appropriate, harnessing
technology and using more effective instructional
approaches.

4. Broadening partnerships and exchanges: Opportunities
for travel and Internet and communication technologies
have made partnerships and exchanges, both real and
‘virtual,’ a major new tool for learning about the world.
They allow students the opportunity to learn ‘with’ not
just ‘about’ their peers and allow educators to learn from
other educational practices. Ideally, every U.S. school and
teacher preparation program should have an ongoing link
with a counterpart somewhere else in the world.

5. Providing practical models and resources for schools:
Schools have many demands on their time so it is critical
to make international education practical for them.
Schools need models of how to integrate international
content in different curriculum areas and high quality
materials and assessments.

Addressing the need for global knowledge
Changes of this magnitude will not happen overnight. In a
large federal system like the United States, innovation often
proceeds in stages. Small-scale experiments in local

communities are emulated by other locales and by leading
states. Later, other states and the federal government begin to
act. Non-governmental organizations also play leadership roles
in creating innovations, raising awareness, and building
coalitions. Right now, change is proceeding on many levels:

Innovations in schools
While most schools are severely lacking in international
content, some pioneering work is underway. In 2003, Asia
Society and The Goldman Sachs Foundation introduced the
first Prizes for Excellence in International Education. Five
prizes of $25,000 are awarded each year to schools and other
organizations that engage teachers and students in learning
about world regions, cultures, and languages in innovative and
engaging ways. The winning schools have diverse approaches
but they demonstrate that teaching about the world in dynamic
and effective ways is possible. Schools for the Global Age
(Sacher 2004) describes their varied models and provides
guidance on promising practices for other schools. Several
hundred public, private, and charter schools in rural, suburban,
and urban locales have applied to the award, testimony to the
beginnings of a grassroots movement for change.

A second development that is fueling innovation at the
school level is the growing interest in replacing large
ineffective urban high schools with smaller themed schools.
The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation has funded the
creation of an International Studies Schools Network. These
secondary schools, being established by Asia Society in
partnership with several urban school districts, will integrate
international content throughout all subject areas, offer Asian
as well as European languages, be linked technologically to
classrooms in other parts of the world, have connections to
international organizations, and ask students to participate in
internationally oriented community service. As the Bush
administration and U.S. governors make high school redesign
their top education priority and as choice and charter
arrangements become more widespread, there will be growing
opportunities for internationally themed schools to develop. 

Actions in states
States are at the forefront of managing the challenges of
globalization. Governors work hard to help their states
compete in the global economy by attracting investment and
jobs. In the U.S. system, states also have the constitutional
authority for public schools and provide about half their
financing. So states are key in the development of
international education. Some states are beginning to actively
address this need.

For the past three years, leaders in policy, business,
education, and philanthropy from more than 30 states, have
convened in Washington, D.C. to participate in the States
Institute on International Education in the Schools. Following
these Institutes, about 16 states have organized task forces or
statewide conferences to analyze the status of international
education in their state. Many states are beginning to include
knowledge of world regions, world history, geography, and
global issues in their curriculum standards. Some are creating
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new professional development opportunities for teachers, or
using their states’ virtual high schools to offer foreign
languages to rural schools, or creating education partnerships
with other countries. (Details on states actions can be found
on Internationaled.org). So far these changes are small in scale
but reflect the growing concern among state education leaders
about the need to better prepare students for work and
citizenship in a rapidly globalizing world.

National developments
At the national level too, there is growing interest. The
National Coalition on Asia and International Studies in the
Schools, founded in 2002, comprises a broad-based alliance of
more than 30 national education and media organizations. It
serves as a catalyst to organizations to begin to act on these
issues; as an umbrella for the disparate interests in
international education eg. geography, foreign languages,
science, economics, development education, and international
relations; as a source of partnerships; and as a stimulus to
public policy. 

Member organizations in the Coalition have developed
significant projects to promote international knowledge and
skills. For example, The College Board has introduced new
Advanced Placement (AP) courses and examinations in world
history and in Chinese, Japanese, Russian, and Italian for high
schools. The Committee for Economic Development, a
business leaders organization, will issue a report in 2005 on
the business need for international knowledge and skills.
Sesame Workshop has developed a new television character,
Global Grover, to introduce younger children to children in
other world regions. National Geographic Society is
introducing a media campaign on the importance of
geographic knowledge. And the American Council on the
Teaching of Foreign Languages has made 2005 the Year of
Languages, modeled on the earlier European Year of
Languages. 

There is, as yet, little federal investment in promoting
international knowledge and skills in schools. For fifty years,
the U.S. Department of Education has provided support to
area and international studies and foreign languages in higher
education. This commitment now needs to be extended to
schools. The State Department has a range of exchange
programs, some of which are open to teachers. USAID has
not, however, played the active role in promoting development
education that DFID has in the U.K. In June 2004, the U.S.
State and Defense Departments held a major National
Language Conference to draw attention to the U.S. need for a
larger pipeline of speakers of a wider range of world
languages to meet the country’s diplomatic, national security,
and economic needs. This initiative may eventually lead to
federal legislation to address the problem.

Strategies for advancing international
education
These new developments show that momentum is building.
Still, we are at an early stage in the development of real
capacity in this field. As a nation the United States has not yet
made international knowledge and skills a significant policy

priority, nor has it built the capacity needed to get high-quality
international teaching and learning into its classrooms. What
strategies would move the U.S. to develop international
education on a nationwide scale? 

First, there is a continuing need to raise awareness.
Although surveys in higher education suggest popular support
for international education, few regard it as essential, making
it easily displaceable by other priorities. Proponents need to
raise awareness of the increasing pace of global
interdependence and to create a vision of international
education as inherent in the definition of ‘world-class
education’. 

Second, in every social movement, different sectors need
to be mobilized. The leverage for change in education often
comes from the ‘demand’ side (employers, parents, and
students) rather than the ‘supply’ side (the school system).
Business leaders and those engaged in international diplomacy
and development need to communicate the long-term
consequences of the failure to prepare students for the
interconnected world of the 21st century. 

Third, networks – both human and technological – need to
be built to link the hundreds of grassroots local innovators so
that teachers and school leaders can learn from each other and
share resources. Efforts should also be developed to assess the
effectiveness of different approaches and build a knowledge
base for the field. 

Fourth, since states are in the forefront both of education
reform and of responding to the challenges of globalization,
state policymakers need to connect their economic and
education policies to ensure that their high school graduates
are prepared for this global age. 

Finally, at the national level, political, corporate,
diplomatic and education leaders need to urgently connect
policies to advance international relations, cultural diplomacy
and economic growth to the nation’s education agenda.

Conclusion
This article has described the mounting rationale for
international education in America’s schools, the heightened
interest of leaders, and the diverse models that are taking hold.
Despite this, the field does not yet have the financial or
human resources infrastructure to have a nationwide impact
on the nation’s classrooms. The issues raised here go beyond
mastery of specific geographic or historical facts to the
question of the purposes of education in the 21st century. The
U.S. has much to learn from dialogue with and from the
experiences of other countries. It is to this end that this article
is dedicated. 
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