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Abstract

The questions discussed in this essay were born in my mind a year ago. [ was an
exchange student in the United States and I was puzzled by the fact that the university
systems were so different, even though these two countries are part of The West. Then
began a yearlong introspective search for answers.

After doing some academic research, I can explain the most memorable
differences that I noticed. They are outlined in my three parts of this paper- the
student/teacher relation, grading & evaluation and the perception of university students
by the rest of the population. These three aspects of the university life were what struck
me the most. The order of those three topics was chosen to go from the most concrete
aspect of student life (interactions in the classroom) to the more abstract topic (the social
role of graduates). I decided to analyze each through the scholarly lens, so that I may find
a theory that may bring up explain the phenomena I was faced with.

The three theories that fulfill those obligations are as follows: World Culture
Theory will be introduced in our survey of the field of International Comparative
Education. It helps explain why the American and French university systems are similar,
not only because they are in place in two Western countries, but also because these
systems may be converging towards one standard. In our case, this means that American
universities are paving the way in higher education, that they are considered to be of a
higher standing.

Cultural Dimensions (as described by Geert Hofstede) will be introduced when
our analysis of the topics mentioned above begins, as a way to go against World Culture

Theory. It will serve to outline the differences between the two systems: I do not believe
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that French Universities will evolve towards the current state or even the future state of
American universities, nor do they mean to. The academic research that [ have done will
explain this further.

Functionalism will help support the work outlined by cultural dimensions, as it
will explain that the cultural differences mold the two university systems. I believe that
the structure of the university is adapted to the society it is part of. Functionalism will be
discussed mainly in my section about the perception of university students by the rest of
the population. Functionalism helps the students adhere to the standards of their society.

It is helped by these three theories that we will conduct a comparative study in
education between France and the United States, at the university level. We will also first
try to establish a survey of the field of International Comparative Education to introduce

the subject matter.
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Literature Review- Comparative Education of France & the United States

When doing a comparison of university education in the United States and
France, it is important to begin with a look at how they are founded and their founding
principles. When Roger- Francois Gauthier & Margaux Le Gouvello (2010) discuss
French education they state that it is:

[A]n educational prescription which is centralised not because of mere

organisational choice, but as a constitutive reality created by history. What is

taught in schools is not decided in schools by the actors. Rather, it is fixed and
dictated to all education agents at the national level. By acting in this way, the
educational system not only contributes to consolidating the French nation, as was
done in the past by the armies of the kings and the Republic with other means, but

it also represents a specific connection between education and politics (pg. 39).

This seems to differ from the approach towards education in the United
States. Lisa K. Menendez Wedman (2001) points out that for the US, “the federal role in
American education is weak, so frustrations about educational issues tend to be directed
primarily at local authorities. Indeed, any discussion about American education must
begin by highlighting the inherent tension between the principles of equality and liberty.”
(pg- 79).

However, one can observes some similarities in the evolution of both systems, put
into frame by the World Systems Theory, which states that all education systems are
moving towards one homogenized way of educating. However, there are definitely still
some distinct differences. As Alain Alcouffe & Jeffrey B. Miller (2010) write, “France

and the US have very contrasting systems: the US system is very decentralized and the
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French system is very centralized. France is now attempting to move towards a more
decentralized system, but there will still be major differences in the two systems. The US
higher education system relies heavily on market forces to influence outcomes. If the
reforms in France are successful, the system will be more decentralized, but it will be
decentralized within a hierarchical system" (pg. 1). This emphasis on the “market is a
central element to the American education system. Education is often looked at as a
commodity, which is subject to market forces. This is most evident in the cost of
universities. In a comical, yet very insightful way, Matthew Henry Hall (2012), upon
visiting France and learning about the higher education system, remarked, “For 174
Euros (about 228 dollars) any prospective undergrad in France can enroll in as many
classes at a public university as he wishes for an entire year!” (pg.26).

This sharply contrasts with the US where education is much more
expensive. According to the OECD (Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development), “the cost per student in the US is a little more than $25,000 per student,
while the cost per student in France is just under the OECD average of $12,000”
(Alcouff, 2010, pg.3). However, it is also interesting to note, “the USA spends less on
primary and secondary schooling but spends 17.2% more on higher education as
compared to France (the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development,
1995). These data seem to indicate that the USA has a higher priority on attempting to
facilitate higher education for more of its population” (Roach, 2005, pg. 92). This
increased financial cost and subsequent government expenditures could be attributed to

the inclusion of so many extra expenditures for US Students, such as athletic facilities,
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student buildings, or extracurriculars. This difference is reflective of the difference in

views towards the role of the university.

This is further reflected in the creation of learning objectives and curriculums. As
Gauthie & Gouvello (2010) observe:
Nobody in France knows the rule for conceiving educational programmes, for
there is no such rule (Raulin, 2006). Each Minister of Education, in each specific
situation, advises, decides or gives his/her approval to a certain programme’s
development, entrusted to one proponent or another, and everything is generally
kept secret. This means that we do not find the equivalent of what almost
everywhere else is called a curriculum, or refer to a contextualised education
planning, achieved in each school and directed towards pupils’ learning over their
entire schooling, including evaluation (pg. 77-78).
The American view towards who should hold the power is best encapsulated by Ronald
Reagan in his 1984 State of the Union Speech, where he says, “we must do more to
restore discipline to the schools; and we must encourage the teaching of new basics,
reward teachers of merit, enforce standards, and put our parents back in charge ... Just as
more incentives are needed within our schools, greater competition is needed among our
schools. Without standards and competition there can be no champions, no records
broken, no excellence—in education or any other walk of life” (Weideman, 2001, pg.

80). This approach filters down to the role of professors in the university.
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Student/teacher relations in universities

As an exchange student, the first aspect that came out of my informal comparative
study between French and American universities is the relationship between students and
teachers in university. This aspect of the university life differs greatly between the two
countries of study. While doing some research on some of the reasons why, I came across
Geert Hofstede’s theory of cultural dimensions. K. David Roach, Myrna M. Cornett-
DeVito, & Raffacle DeVito delve even more into the differences between American and
French professors and the students perceived views of them. They name four dimensions
useful to our study: power distance, individualism, masculinity and uncertainty avoidance
(Roach, 2005, pg. 89).

The difference in power distance between the USA and France shows up in the

teacher-students relationship. Grant (1990) notes that though the traditional

separation and distance between French professors and students is warming and

narrowing a bit, there are (Roach, 2005, pg. 92).

Hofstede's scale is particularly useful because it allows us to compare two
cultures (a concept) on a numerical scale. It is important to note that no one score is any
“better” than another. Rather, the scale allows us to add some nuance to a claim of
individualism, by keeping those concepts in non-dichotomist terms.

Let's begin by looking at Power distance- the US scored lower on this than France
(40 vs. 68) (Roach, 2005, pg. 92). In a culture that scores higher on this scale, a
supervisor (but also a teacher) is considered as superior intellectually. In the opposite
situation, the teacher or supervisor might be seen as learning or project leader, not as the

source for all answers. The difference in score between France and the United States is
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reflected in the student/teacher relationship in the educational systems. As Roach and
others mention (2005), “the concept of regular office hours does not exist in French
universities’ and that contact with the professors depends largely on the individual
student’s initiative. This example further manifests the cultural power distance that shows
up in instructional contexts” (pg. 92). [ can draw from a personal example of one my
university teachers in Nice, who has just returned from an assignment in the United
States. She decided to instigate changes, such as the opportunity for extra credit, but also
to implement office hours. Unfortunately, none of my colleagues understood why time
should be taken outside of class to speak with the teacher, while some were even
unwilling to spend more time on site than was needed. Interestingly, in French
universities students are not accustomed to having the opportunity to evaluate faculty and
classroom performance. If a survey was sent out, it would not influence the teacher's
employment, which might have felt to the students like that no one would be held
accountable.

Another way that the greater power distance in France could be seen is through
the more formal vous used in French when referring to an individual of respect (as well as
the plural second person). The English language does not have such a differentiation
between addressing a respected member or someone of the same standing. This formal
address is used in professional and formal contexts. Omitting the use of the vous pronoun
(and using tu instead) would lead to disciplinary consequences, or at least to the teacher's
irritation. On a similar note, the French professors do not attempt to maintain the personal
connection that can be seen between American students and their professors because of a

stricter separation of private and professional life.
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In regards to individualism, it comes with little surprise that the US scores very
high in this area, in fact the highest of any country (91 vs. 71) (Roach, 2005, pg.

93). This leads to Americans having a highly competitive nature, both in the classroom
and with regards to education as a whole. Therefore, a teacher's input into a student's
work as they build it is very important, to ensure the best quality of work possible. Just as
“a key aspect of the organization of higher education in the US is competition among
universities” (Alcouffe, 2010, pg.5), so is competition in the classroom itself, not
between the members of the class, but compared to students across the nation.

The fourth dimension, masculinity is something that reflects how members of a
culture interact with other members. For this, the US scored higher (62 vs. 43), which
reflects the view of “Americans as being ‘ambitious, hardworking, competitive,
confident, and direct’ while the French, having Latin roots, are more focused on
characteristics such as perfectionism of style and manners, traditionalism, status and
formality and creativity (p. 106). The French care more for their citizens (e.g.,
unemployed, homeless and poor) through supporting their social welfare system with
higher taxes as opposed to Americans who rely more on capitalism and less on
government” (Roach, 2005, pg. 93). In the classroom this is reflected by the approach
toward educating individuals and the class as a whole.

France scored higher than the US on the dimension of uncertainty avoidance (86
vs. 46), signifying that the French are less likely to take unnecessary risks (Roach, 2005,
pg. 93). This could be reflected in the way that a classroom is conducted. While teachers
in the American setting favor group projects and constant participation overall, their

counterparts in France choose lectures and a more top-down approach towards education,
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probably because of the educational agenda. Indeed, the Ministry of Education states
what is part of the programme, or the content that should be learnt by every student in the
concerned year. This also extends to universities (most of them being public), where the
curriculum has been designed nation-wide. The content-based teaching style reflects the
fact that a student's strengths are reflected by his or her knowledge of content. Tests
usually consist in assessing how much knowledge was absorbed during the semester,
without meaning that critical thinking is not encouraged. This leads us to discuss grading

and evaluation in the French and American university systems.
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Grading & Evaluation

When looking at the two different cultures of the US and France, one element that
cannot be overlooked is the role of grades. First of all, the two countries use two
different systems, with France using an out of 20 scale, and the US out of a 100 (with
letter grades along the way). However, the differences in grading are not simply
numerical, but also related to the value of a grade- high grade attribution is very
uncommon in France, as it might signal that the student no longer has anything to learn
from the teacher. This reluctance to give high grade increases as a student goes through
education levels. In the US, it feels like a high grade is attributed as long as the
deliverables of the assignment have been fulfilled (with hard work).

Matthew Henry Hall (2012) once again humorously reflects on the French
grading system, when he states, “I did, somehow, discover that in France, degree inflation
may be an issue, but not grade inflation” (pg. 27). A passing grade is not obtained by
trying, but by demonstrating that the level expected of the assignment has been reached.
Hall (2012) observes,

Teachers in America [...] are often servants to their students, and by that I mean
the untenured ones, work like department store clerks, trying to sell unfashionable
shoes, using the easiest texts, giving breaks on missed or late work, boosting
grades. The American college student does not believe she is a student, but a
customer of knowledge (pg. 27).

One can see this reflected in the way that many American students believe that

they “deserve” a better grade or even by the use of bell-curve grading.
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In France, one can almost never receive a 20/20 for a course. While Americans
are trying to get high honors, so that they can graduate Sum Cum Laude or such, the
French are trying to receive a 10 average to pass. It does not seem to matter what grade
was obtained, as long as the qualification was gained. This could be linked back to what
was mentioned earlier about the US’s higher individuality and masculinity. A masculine
individualistic society is much more about competition and “winning.” Students want to
know if they are “winning” in school. A teacher’s job is to award passing grades to those
who have a sufficient level, and not merely because they paid to get one. Grading for
university students in France can also be impacted by the perception of the university’s
role in the French higher education system. Because university is already deemed easy, it
cannot allow itself to give out high grades, as not to seem watered down. Indeed,
university is deemed as the easier option when it comes to tertiary education. It competes
with classes préparatoires (commonly called prépa) which call is to prepare students to
take an entry exam to the Grandes Ecoles. The latter are the pathway for the elite of the
country to be trained (once again, a reflection of the greater power distance present in
France).

This difference in grade inflation could also be reflected in graduation rates for
the two countries. In a study by Nicolas Gury (2011), he states that,

The OECD has developed a survival rate indicator for post-secondary education:

the number of graduates divided by the number of new entrants. France’s survival

rate of 54%, places it, alongside Italy and Sweden, at the bottom (the average
survival rate for OECD countries is 71%) (OECD 2004). Research conducted in

the United Kingdom (Johnes and McNabb 2004; Thomas 2002) and in the United
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States (Desjardins et al. 2002) on other countries shows that dropout rates

elsewhere also lie between 15% and 25% (pg. 51).

Gury (2011) goes on to observe that characteristics such as repeated grades,
financial situation, and living situations also impact dropout rates (pg. 61). One
interesting thing to note is that students who live at home are more likely to drop out.
This is possibly based on the lack of adaptation to the university setting (Gury, 2011, pg.
61). The theory of functionalism helps explain the difficulty to get higher grade: because
diploma inflation is such an afflicting issue, some teachers feel like it is their duty to
make sure that only deserving students should pass. Teachers believe that they are
preparing their students for real life (i.e. life outside of school) by teaching them
excellence. Also, to go along the functionalist theory, the tiered educational system
reflects the in-office tiered system. This system can be shortly explained- depending on
what entry-level exam was passed, the person's rank in the office will differ. These exams
give a status to the employee going from the C to A class.

As mentioned before, university is deemed easier than other tertiary routes. The
dropout rate, but also the high-grade acquisition difficulty, allows us to discuss the

position of university students within society as a whole.
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Perception of university students by the rest of the population
France is a country where students pursuing post-secondary education have a variety of
different options. Helene Buisson-Fenet & Hugues Draelants (2013) note that:
Contrary to most of OCDE’s higher education systems, in France the universities
are not the core of elite professions: the main channel for education in
Engineering, Management and Politics goes through other institutions called
Grandes Ecoles. Whereas the university is open to every owner of the
baccalaureate, the admittance into these Grandes Ecoles relies on a very
competitive examination, following a selective 2-years training in a postsecondary
preparatory class (classe préparatoire) (pg. 39-40).
In the US, there are not this many choices in the formal education setting, and university
is seen as (pretty much) the only viable option. The American system is made up of three
main groups: public universities, private non-profit universities, and private for-profit
universities. However, France offers even more options. They have the Grandes Ecoles,
universities, as well as a variety of types of trade schools depending on the trait that
wants to be learnt. There is a special school for hotel service and restaurant service,
another type for more manual labor (plumber, construction) and another for services from
the beauty industry. The US has some of these options, but there is much more of a
stigma against the less academic ones. “Most well known universities are categorized as
research universities, but less than 300 of 4300 institutions are listed in this category.
Most students attend the 4000 other schools. Indeed, 44% of undergraduate students in
the US attend the nearly 1200 two-year community colleges. This diversity is an

important aspect of higher education in the US” (Allcouffe, 2010, pg. 4).
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The Grandes Ecoles are seen as elitist institutions. They are sometimes compared
to the Ivy League schools where students from private boarding schools have advantages
on admission over the rest of the population (Buisson-Fenet, 2013, pg. 41). Mark
Pilkington (2012) explains the system quite well:

An idiosyncratic feature is the existence of a parallel system, namely Grandes

Ecoles that were first set up in the eighteenth century under Napoleon. These

prestigious first-rate establishments were designed to train the future elite of

French society (mostly engineers and statesmen), and continue to attract the best

students (circa five per cent of the student population) of the country to date (pg.

40).

When Héléne Buisson-Fenet & Hugues Draelants viewed the Grandes Ecoles
system they saw “The highly centralised, very Parisian character of the French elite
education system is another element which must be emphasised in comparison to the
North American situation, where the systems are quite decentralised” (Buisson-Fenet,
2013, pg. 42).

Another aspect that is different between the two systems is the cost. This outlines
the fact that all universities are equal in France, while the reputation of the school in the
US influences the cost of a semester at the institution. When looking for colleges, for
France, the primary factor in choosing a school is the geographic closeness. Most
students are financially supported by their parents, who will keep them at home so that no
rent needs to be paid. This is due to the fact that working while in school is not a common
occurrence; therefore students cannot afford to live on their own. Campus housing is only

offered to students with (national) financial aid.
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Conclusion

Overall, France and the US have many differences in their university systems. [
believe that those differences reflect the difference in the American and French cultures,
as explained by the theories of functionalism and cultural dimensions. Because some
people believe that the French system aims to imitate the American university system, |
felt like I had to address some of the similarities between the two systems, while moving
away from this theory.

Instead, my paper aimed at outlining some of these most striking differences.
Those are reflective of the different approaches towards education, both on a political
front (access to all and affordability) as well as in the classroom (power distance). Other
differences are linked to the differing cultures, specifically as seen from Hofstede’s
dimensions. These explain why the systems were set up the way that they are in the two
countries. A third component would be the role that universities play in the society as a
whole- graduating from a university means two very different things in the two countries
of study. All of the factors mentioned above make up the systems, and although one is
not any better than the other, they are both important components of their respective
countries.

This is why I investigated what I was most interested in finding out about- I
wanted to identify patterns in what people (including me) have been going through

exchanges between those two countries feel.
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in the context of the Europeanization of things. It attempts to follow the trends and see
where they may lead in the future.
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Abstract:
This study addressed patterns and influence of instructor communication in American
(US) and in French classrooms. Significant differences were found for instructor use of
power bases, affinity-seeking strategies, and nonverbal immediacy. Significant
differences were found in student affective learning, cognitive learning, affect toward
instructor, and ratings of instruction between the two cultures. In both cultures, however,
student affect toward instructor, cognitive learning, and rating of instruction were
significantly correlated with instructor affinity-seeking and instructor nonverbal
immediacy. Likewise, instructor use of expert power was significantly correlated with
student cognitive learning and ratings of instruction in both cultures.

Theories Used:
Instructor Power; Affinity-Seeking; Nonverbal Immediacy; Cognitive Learning;
Affective Learning; Student Ratings of Instruction; Cross-Cultural Comparisons;
America; France; USA

Data Collection Method: Peer- Reviewed

Summary:
This article looks at the different ways that professors are viewed in the US and France.
Using Hofstede’s system, the author examines how the different cultural factors play out
in classroom interactions.
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Abstract:
The world market, information technologies and the increasing influence of both supra-
and sub-national organisations defined the latter part of the century. In the 1980s, many
conservative governments responded to these new realities and pressures through neo-
liberal market-focused policies, while centre-left governments in the last decade have
sought to reconcile these ideas with the traditional Welfare State, a goal which has been
labelled the ‘Third Way’. The implications of these changes and ideologies for the
governance of education have only begun to be explored. The aim of this article is to
analyse in comparative perspective how the education ministry in France and the
Department of Education in the USA are mediating their role against pressures for policy
convergence. While it is evident that there is a significant degree of ‘policy convergence’
in terms of discourse and objectives between the two countries studied, this article seeks
to understand if there is also a similarity in terms of processes and outcomes.

Theories Used:
Policy trends, government involvement, public education

Data Collection Method: Peer- Reviewed

Summary:
This article looks at the role the government plays in education in the US and France. It
examines the differing roles, the reason that these current roles exist, and the impact they
have on their respective systems.



