I practiced this talk that I am going to give this morning using Dragon naturally speaking voice recognition software.  I talked into a microphone and it captured my speech.  This has a couple of advantages.  First, I am able to make sure that the talk works with the PowerPoint outline that I had made.  I am able to see how long the talk will last.  And most important, I am able to post this copy of my talk on the Internet for you to read.  Here is the talk:

Good morning.  I'm Graham Seibert, a retired teacher from the United States.  I taught Spanish, French, math and science.  Svetlana has invited me to talk about American schools.  I'm going to talk for about 15 minutes and then I'd like to start a conversation with you.  As a language teacher I think it is more important for you to speak English than to listen to it.

I use this computer to prepare my talk.  I am going to be following a PowerPoint outline as I talk to you.  You can download both my PowerPoint and this talk from my website which I'm putting here on the blackboard.

I'm going to speak very briefly about the objectives of American education, organization of American education, a typical school day for a student, and typical courses that a student will take.

The objective of American education is to prepare students for their working life.  There is an assumption that is somewhat different than I believe you have in the Ukraine.  We assume almost all students will work in white collar jobs.  Very few students are trained in how to be carpenters, electricians, welders, or any other type of manual worker.

The assumption is that every student needs to know something about English, mathematics, and science.  English is especially difficult because so many students in America come from immigrant families.

The schools attempt to teach children how their government works.  The objective is to make them intelligence voters and citizens.

American schools do a great deal to attempt to teach students to accept all of the variety in American society.  They teach the students not to be prejudiced by race.  In America there are lots of black, Asian, Mexican, and Jewish people.  It is important that we all get along together.  They also teach students that men and women are equal in their rights and ability.  They also teach students not to be prejudiced against homosexuals.

Most of the schools assume that students will continue to go on to college.  More than half of American high school graduates take some college courses.  Somewhat more than a quarter of American children eventually graduate from college.

The schools also attempt to give children the kind of background that will help them to more enjoy life.  They teach literature, art, music, and dance.

American education typically starts when a child is somewhere between two and five years old.  At that youngest ages the parents pay to have children cared for while they work.  They may also begin reading.  The official education starts at about age 5, with primary school.  In primary school the students typically spend the entire day with a single teacher.  That teacher may have some helpers, and specialists may come in during the day for some subjects such as mathematics.

In secondary school the students have a different teacher for each subject.  Just like you here at the university, they go from classroom to classroom throughout the day.  All students are required to stay in secondary school until a certain age, usually 16.  About 75% of Americans students graduate from high school.

After high school, students may go to college.  More than half of them take some college courses.  There are many different levels of colleges.  More than half of them are paid for by governments, but a large number are totally private.  There are usually about three levels among the government colleges.  A 2-year school typically teaches practical knowledge.  A 4-year college tends to be more academic.  Universities are four-year colleges that also have graduate programs.

A university is an institution that gives master's and doctorate degrees.  I am a graduate student in statistics at the University of Maryland.  Although I am older than the other students in my class, it is not unusual to see adults studying in universities in the United States.  There are 60 students in my department.  About half of them are Chinese.  Several of them are Korean and Japanese.  A few of them are Jewish.  I think there is only one other white Christian man in the department.  I mention this to let you know how much variety there is an American education.

The government provides most of American secondary education.  However, about 10% of the students are educated by religious and private schools that the parents pay for by themselves.  About 2% of students are educated at home.  More and more parents are unhappy with the public education and both private education and home schooling are growing fairly quickly.

Public education in has traditionally been local in the United States.  It is paid for by taxes on people's homes and on businesses.  There is usually a school board made up of leading citizens in the community, which is in charge of a number of different schools.  Each school is run by a principal.

The United States is made up of 50 different states, rather like oblasts in the Ukraine.  These states provide a considerable amount of money for the schools and they also tell local schools what courses they must offer and what levels of performance they must require of their students.

The United States government has gotten more and more involved in education over the last 20 years or so.  There is now a Department of Education.  They give a lot of advice and about 10% of the money.

There are several other organizations involved in American public education.  The teachers unions are very powerful.  Many universities have colleges of education.  I am a student at one of those universities.  There are parent teacher associations, usually controlled more by the teachers than the parents, which have a lot to say about what gets taught.

A student in the high school will typically take courses that are quite similar to those you have here in the Ukraine.  We learned the history of the United States and of the world.  Most students learn the history of their own state and community while they are in primary school.  We learn the English language.  It is interesting to me that the teachers do not teach the structure of the language nearly as well as they did when I was in school.

Most high school students complete courses in algebra.  The better students, the ones who are going to college, also get courses in trigonometry, geometry, calculus and statistics.

The science curriculum usually includes physics, chemistry, biology, and "Earth science".  They teach the students a lot about global warming and environmentalism.  I think that some of this is propaganda.

The physical education programs are usually fairly weak.  Athletes learn how to use their bodies, but ordinary students do not.  Almost all of the schools teach the children about health.  Most of the schools expect that their students need to know about sex, and they have courses in sex education.

Students who are going to go on to college almost always take a foreign language.  The most common are Spanish and French.  Other languages that are taught include Latin, Japanese, German, and Russian.  It is only very rarely that they teach Arabic, Chinese, Korean and other languages.  No high school that I know of expects a student to become fluent in the language through their instruction.  The most that they hope for is that the student will be able to perfect their knowledge of a language when they are in college.  I believe that Ukrainians learn English much better than Americans learn Spanish and French, in spite of the fact that there is far more difference between the two languages.
A typical high school day starts early in the morning.  Most students in American high schools ride a bus to school.  Older students usually either drive to school themselves or they ride with friends. Many adults such as myself think that this is one reason why students are so fat in the United States.  They do not walk very much.

After school students have many activities.  They have clubs for every conceivable thing.  Language clubs, chess clubs, clubs to help poor people in foreign countries such as Darfur, astronomy clubs... almost everything.
Sports are very important in high schools.  Every school has a football and a basketball team.  They usually practice after school and play their games on Friday afternoons or on weekends.  The athletes are very important people in school.  Even though they are often not very good at academics, they are the heroes.

Many students who are not involved in athletics get involved in theater and in musical productions at school.  While the athletes are practicing on the field, these students are rehearsing for plays and performances.

American parents pay a lot of money to make sure that their children are exposed to culture.  They pay for piano lessons, voice lessons, art lessons, dance lessons, and many other kinds of lessons.

American parents believe that unless their children graduate from a good University they will not be successful.  It is very important that the students get good marks in high school.  Many parents pay for tutors for their children so that they will excel in English and mathematics.  The children usually meet with these tutors sometime after school.  The tutors charge a great deal of money.  In Washington it is not exceptional to pay $100 an hour to have somebody help your child with his homework.

Most students go home for dinner, although some parents find it easier to give students money to buy dinner at a McDonald's or someplace similar.  Students use their free time to talk to each other on their cell phones and by instant messaging on the computer.  They do the same things you do here.  They surf the Internet they watch television and they play videogames.

Students should do about two or three hours of homework per day.  The good students do, but most do not.  The schools are usually not very strict if students do not do their homework.  There are some schools, in fact many schools, in which very few students do much homework.  

Now I would like to hear you talk.  As a language teacher I know that you need to practice.  Let me start with a question.  How do you think Ukrainian education is different from American education?
