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Understanding Digital Distractions to Improve Teaching and Learning 
 

Benjamin A. Johnsona,* and Stephanie L. Shaulskiya 
  

aOhio State University, USA 

 

The integration of technology into modern class-

rooms, though beneficial in innumerable ways, has also 

come with its own set of difficulties for instructors and 

learners alike. The learning curve and cost associated 

with each program or form of technology can prove 

challenging for course developers. Another factor, and 

one we have found highly problematic in our hybrid or 

blended learning environment, is the constant threat of 

distraction from non-learning technologies.  

As instructors and workshop presenters in the Den-

nis Learning Center at Ohio State University, we en-

counter all types of students and learners. For more than 

a decade the learning center has utilized what is called 

the Active Discovery and Participation through Tech-

nology (ADAPT) approach to learning (Tuckman 

2002). This blended classroom with an instructor pre-

sent in a computer lab has enabled thousands of stu-

dents to learn success strategies, receive timely 

feedback, and transfer their knowledge to future situa-

tions. Research has shown that students who take our 

learning and motivation course are more likely to stay 

in college and achieve a higher GPA (Tuckman and 

Kennedy 2011). 

With the integration of technology in the classroom, 

however, we have come across a number of difficulties 

we believe may be common to many, if not most, 

blended learning environments. Course software has 

sometimes been difficult to navigate, inhibiting instruc-

tors’ ability to provide substantive feedback on assign-

ments and papers. Software programs, including 

layouts, quickly become outdated. Probably most con-

cerning however are the digital distractions in the class-

room: cell phone use, non-learning computer activities 

such as social networking, and browsing of course ma-

terial unrelated to current classroom discussion to name

a few. These digital distractions can be detrimental to a 

student’s academic progress and, if unchecked, can lead 

to other more serious problems. We have often found 

that students distracted by technology do not participate 

in class or group discussions, and have more difficulty 

staying on task. 

Our observations prompted us, as instructors, to 

look into some of the research on technology in the 

classroom in order to find possible solutions to these 

common problems. 

 

Literature on Technology in Education 

 

We questioned what colleges and universities are 

doing, besides offering exposure to in-depth content, to 

grab the attention of students, many of whom expect 

technology-heavy learning environments. A recent em-

pirical study in Spain found that blended learning “is 

more effective than face-to-face learning” (Castaño-

Muñoz, Duart, and Sancho-Vinuesa 2013, p. 1). But the 

authors assert that, “increasing the time spent studying 

online is only useful when it takes place as some form 

of interactive learning” (Ibid.). In other words, online 

study needs to include interactions with other learners 

in order to be useful. 

College and university instructors may feel ill pre-

pared when they think of the technological capabilities 

of young and future higher education students, but the 

benefits of using innovative technology in education are 

worth mentioning. Clicker technology in college class-

rooms (Cole 2010) and poll websites like 

http://polleverywhere.com, provide an engaging outlet 

for students to voice their opinion in spontaneous and 

anonymous ways. Graphics and animation classroom 

capabilities have engaged students in K-12 schools in 

novel and attention grabbing methods (Schachter 2009) 

that have caught on in other venues. Add to these online 
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class discussions, interactive learning software, and 

many other digital learning tools that promote student 

engagement.  

Sometimes efforts to make classes more interactive, 

perhaps by just allowing students to take notes on lap-

tops, have created new distractions for instructors and 

students alike. Some instructors have been so annoyed 

with student off-task classroom behavior that they have 

implemented “no laptop computer” policies and have 

had (sometimes forcibly) all wireless connections 

turned off (Kay and Lauricella 2011). Burns and Lohen-

ry (2010) reported that over 40 percent of students use 

their cell phones for text, voice mail checking, and even 

as lights to see in the back of dimly lit classrooms. To-

day, a student might use her cell phone to take notes, 

message, check the time, weather or their class sched-

ule, or even access course content, and it is difficult for 

the instructor to know which of these the student is 

doing.  

Every generation of students demands newer tech-

nologies, but some technologies never actually get used 

at all (Boles 2011). Once an expensive technology is 

attained, it can quickly become outdated largely be-

cause of the huge learning curve and time needed for 

the instructor to understand and apply it to her educa-

tional setting. Instructors need to be seriously convinced 

that their time invested in the project will yield signifi-

cant results in student learning outcomes (Means 2010).   

 

Solutions 

 

It is clear that digital devices will not go away any time 

soon. Whether an instructor chooses to ban, ignore, or 

include electronic devices in their classroom, they will 

still have to deal with the problems surrounding digital 

distractions. Posting signs to turn off cell phones com-

pletely have been met with limited success. Taking the 

middle ground approach and asking students to digitally 

disengage (close their laptops), while the instructor 

emphasizes a few important points can go a long way 

(Bugeja 2007). It seems we are at a cross roads: either 

meaningfully integrate classroom technology or “dis-

tractions and decreased performance are inevitable” 

(Kay and Lauricella 2011, p. 34).  

One solution would be to consider domains of aca-

demic and social space with the use of technology. It is 

important to stress to students that online class discus-

sions are not places for sharing intimate social experi-

ences, or venues for superficial, unprocessed, or 

offensive content.  For things to go smoothly there must 

be a clear distinction between on and off-task behavior. 

In a study about online learning, half of students in one 

study actively “flicked” back and forth between learn-

ing and non-learning activities (Winter, Cotton, Gavin, 

and Yorke 2010). The authors determined that students 

tend to feel more productive if they have barriers to 

distractions, whether inherent in the technology or set 

up on their own. If the distractions could not be man-

aged, half the participants felt they would be better off 

reading without the use of computers. Which tasks to 

combine or multitask can also be a quandary. In another 

study, when compared to combining visual and audio 

tasks, combining only visual tasks decreased productivi-

ty even when the user felt like he or she was being more 

productive (Wang and Tchernev 2012). 

The digital distractions and other problems related 

to technology in the classroom can create an unfortu-

nate confrontation: professor vs. technology. Kay and 

Lauricella (2011, p. 34) put it well, “Outright bans on 

technology sends a message to students that they are not 

to be trusted to take responsibility for their own learn-

ing.” For today’s student, the electronic device in what-

ever form, is often seen as an appendage, virtually an 

extension of themselves, and an absolute severance 

policy may be viewed as an encroachment on their right 

to learn and their ability to do it. So, it is not a question 

of whether to include technology, but how to effectively 

use it (Wilson, Wright, Inman, and Matherson 2011).  

 

How We Have Adapted Our Learning Environment 

 

As instructors we try to maintain a quiet study area 

that limits distractions. Many signs in learning labs 

discourage digital and personal conversations. At the 

beginning of a course, we emphasize what is considered 

acceptable and non-acceptable use of technology in the 

classroom. We elicit feedback from students on what 

software and programs are helpful and try to make ad-
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justments to class content and layout as needed. In our 

class content we include a section on minimizing dis-

tractions, including digital distractions, in order to help 

students identify and address diversions that conflict 

with their academic goals. 

Recently we changed the physical configuration of 

our classroom lab to include more open table space for 

students. The classroom was originally set up as a com-

puter lab, where students sat in rows at desktop com-

puters. Now, the classroom has essentially been split 

into two sections, one that still includes desktop com-

puters and one which has large tables where students sit 

during lectures and discussions. We believed it would 

enhance peer learning to have students sit at an open 

table without computer hardware barriers that seemed to 

limit student interaction with their peers and served as 

distractions at the computer workstations.  

We quickly noticed a difference once the physical 

space was rearranged. Some of the comments from 

other instructors who teach in this space include: 

 

Changing the physical space was the single-best 

thing that happened to my course! 

 

Students talk so much more now, and talk more 

to each other! 

 

We were pleased that the change had encouraged stu-

dent interaction. However, there was another and unex-

pected consequence of this space adjustment; students 

would not migrate back to the computer stations after 

class or group discussion, but would remain to read 

course readings through hardcopy or small electronic 

devices (iPad, tablet, or phones), or use their personal 

laptops to access course materials. Simply changing the 

physical configuration of the classroom drastically 

changed how the students used digital devices. 

Considering what we have found in the literature 

and what we have experienced in our class, we suggest 

the following:  

 

 Set expectations early in the course on how 

technology is to be used in the classroom,  

 Assess the physical arrangement of the class-

room and make changes as needed,  

 Consider how digital resources will be shared to 

promote interactive learning and discourage 

distractions, and  

 Recognize that total bans on digital devices 

may not be helpful in developing rapport with 

your students. 

 

While our glance into the literature was helpful for 

us, we know there is still much to consider and learn in 

this area. We close with some questions for instructors 

of all kinds, whether you teach in formal or informal 

spaces. Do you embrace new technology, and if so, 

when and why? When is it worth the extra effort and 

cost to adapt high learning-curve technologies for your 

learning environment? Which are most harmful or bene-

ficial to interactive learning? How much autonomy 

should students have with personal or shared electronic 

devices? 

From an instructor point of view, watching students 

with their eyes, ears, and hands engaged with an elec-

tronic device can elicit negative thoughts about students 

and their habits, but it is important to keep things in 

perspective. Nearly 90 years ago, after serving more 

than 25 years as a university president, one educator 

wrote: “The [modern] student may be a problem, but he 

is also an opportunity.… It should always be kept in 

mind that a generation of youth is vastly better than its 

follies or vices may suggest” (Thompson 1925, p. 34). 

Students that are digitally distracted can be very diffi-

cult to teach, and the challenges associated with inte-

grating useful technologies in the classroom can be 

daunting for the instructor. But as we have experienced, 

these difficulties are often offset by the tremendous 

advantages of recent technology that can be carefully 

and selectively integrated into courses. 
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Non-University Sector Reform: Response to Shifts in  

Global Development Ideology in Africa 
 

Edith Omwamia,* 
 

aUniversity of California, Los Angeles, USA 

 

The technical and vocational education and training 

(TVET) development within the non-university sector 

has been the focus for national development program-

ming in Africa for the last 50 years. In the immediate 

post-independence period, the global development 

agencies promoted the non-university sector as the en-

gine for promoting the accumulation of human capital 

stock needed for the advancement of the new nations. 

The post-secondary TVET sector was critical to the 

immediate production of the needed skilled manpower 

that the new African economies required to fill the gap 

left by the departing foreign colonial staff (Mukudi 

2004; Sifuna 2007). Since the training circle was short-

er, it also made to invest in this sector for a more effi-

cient turnover of personnel in training for public sector 

appointments. This article examines reform and re-

sponse efforts to the shifts in global development ideol-

ogy in the non-university sector in the region. 

The decision to expand the non-university sector by 

independent African countries fitted in the international 

development discourse for promoting investment in 

education in an effort to promote human capital accu-

mulation that support economic development (Lewin 

2008). At the national level, it would also be argued that 

both individuals and households derive economic bene-

fits from investment in education (Sweetland 1996). 

The indispensable status of development of high skilled 

human resource base necessary to drive economic 

growth through technology and innovation remains a 

sustainable argument in a global competitive environ-

ment (Aneesh 2000). 

The focus on the non-university sector was essen-

tially a compromise that allowed for public investment 

in post-secondary education that would allow for ex-

panded access and a much higher return in service per-

sonnel yield in comparison to the yield from public 

investment in the university sector. The non-university 

higher education sector in the Organisation for Econom-

ic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries 

are relied upon to “offer a wide spectrum of vocational 

education that qualify for specific occupation or prepare 

for a profession” that serve local economies (Kyvi 

2004, p. 393). This sector essentially became the sector 

of public interest in the face of global fiscal austerity, 

because it offered opportunity for a broader representa-

tion in private returns while contributing to better na-

tional economic and social benefits for public 

investment (Psacharopoulos 1997; Oketch 2007). In 

spite of a significant expansion in enrollment in univer-

sity sector in the region in the recent years, opportuni-

ties to access the sector remains highly restricted. 

The 1950s marked an era when much of the West-

ern world was concerned with human rights and nation-

al development. Primarily influenced by Keynesianism, 

the nation state became the focal point in the assessment 

of development and goal towards modernization. The 

Western states that emerged following World War II 

subscribed to the Keynesian welfare state economic 

model; an economic ideology in which domestic devel-

opment was tied to the goal of expanding the world 

economy (Mundy 1999). It was therefore inevitable that 

they would conceptualize the public sector as the driver 

of economic growth and modernization in their en-

gagement in global development. As such, the state was 

entrusted with the responsibility of implementing the re-

allocative and redistributive social policy (Mundy 1999) 

that was imperative for fostering economic growth 

while eliminating poverty and inequality.  

The belief in the redeeming capability of skilled 

manpower was driven by the ideas of Schultz (1960, 

____________________ 
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1961), who proposed that there were positive externali-

ties derived from having an educated workforce. 

Schultz argued that knowledge and skill attained 

through education are important to the realization of the 

full potential of human capital, the result of which is 

increased productivity. He was a strong advocate of 

development aid for the accumulation of human capital 

in the emerging nations of the post-World War II peri-

od. Both Keynesianism and human capital theory thus 

informed education sector development from the very 

beginning. 

The non-university sector was tasked with the spe-

cific aim “of raising the level of Skills (especially tech-

nical and management skills) needed to support 

economic growth, and of providing an adequate supply 

of the whole range of professional expertise” (Sifuna 

1992, p. 7). Indeed vocational and technical education 

had been considered as a significant component of the 

industrialization and modernization input for the emerg-

ing nations states of the 1960s (Kelly and Altbach 

1986). The non-university public sector at the time of 

independence was differentiated into teacher training 

colleges, ministry affiliated service specific institutions 

(department training schools) and the open enrollment 

polytechnic system. The response to the global shift in 

development ideology and practice very much depend-

ed on the type of institution under consideration. I ex-

plore the specific shifts in development ideology and 

what each change meant with respect to reform 

measures facing the non-university sectors at the time. 

In the immediate post-independence period, TVET 

sector development in the region was primarily financed 

by governments, with support from some multilateral 

and bilateral aid agencies. The bilateral aid agencies 

mostly financed the construction of infrastructure for 

middle-level colleges. Even though the development 

ideology was one that promoted the welfare state, it was 

not lost to the parties that the interest of each donor 

nation could only be served efficiently through bilateral 

arrangements (Mundy 1999). Between 1960 and 1970, 

bilateral agencies assisted in the development of agri-

culture and technology-focused middle-level colleges in 

different countries in the region. In each country, each 

specific non-university institution was to be identified 

with a specific donor. 

In the 1980s, Keynesianism gave way to neo-liberal 

monetarism as the dominant development economic 

ideology (Carnoy 1995). With the adoption of the 

World Bank-mandated structural adjustment programs 

(SAPs), public sector budgetary limitations inevitably 

resulted in either a freeze in education budget growth or 

reduction in sector allocation. Informed by the rate of 

return analysis, the 1980s World Bank policy frame-

work had guided development finance support towards 

primary education—opting to emphasize equity and 

expand access to basic education. Public sector educa-

tion finance budgets were to be directed towards basic 

education. Further, even though the World Bank ques-

tioned the reliance on the vocational training-driven 

development investment model, it still preferred the 

polytechnics system as a cheaper alternative to the uni-

versity system (Banya and Etu 2001). The result was 

that no significant expansion in middle-level non-

university infrastructure was witnessed throughout the 

1980s. In the face of overwhelming fiscal austerity, 

African governments introduced cost-sharing in the 

form of direct tuition cost at the public middle level 

colleges towards the end of the 1980s. 

A radical global shift in both political and economic 

ideology ushered in the 1990s, made possible by the fall 

of the Soviet Union in 1991. This brand of neo-

conservatism, largely influenced by the United States 

experience of the 1970s through 1980s, emphasized 

political individualism and unfettered free market capi-

talism. The global education development agenda shift-

ed to focus on efforts to universalize basic education as 

a priority arising from the 1990 Jomtien Conference 

Declaration (UNESCO 1990); many governments redi-

rected their already limited public sector resources to 

primary education. 

Demand for university education had outpaced the 

available space by 1990. In the face of global democra-

tization movements expressed at the national level, 

African governments had no choice but to respond to 

consumer demand in an effort to buy political states 

legitimacy imperative for their very survival in the 

global environment of the 1990s (Hughes and Mwiria 
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1990; Mwiria and Nyukuri 1992; Sifuna 2010). The 

response in the public sector meant that middle-level 

colleges were systematically upgraded to either constit-

uent colleges of existing universities or granted full-

fledged university status (Teferra and Altbach 2004; 

Sifuna 2010) as governments lacked adequate resources 

to expand public university sector infrastructure. 

The free market capitalism of the 1990s allowed for 

private sector participation in the non-university educa-

tion market as well. On the private initiative front, a 

significant number of entrepreneurs entered into the 

post-secondary education market that served to fill the 

non-university education demand. A number of Chris-

tian organizations established teacher training colleges 

across the region. Private entrepreneurs established 

specific vocational skills related non-university schools, 

majority of which were located in urban areas. As prof-

its took precedence over service to community, quality 

of education was compromised in most of the new non-

university schools. Overall, quality of education had 

declined in all post-secondary education institutions as 

evidenced from the Kenyan experience (Sifuna 2010). 

By 2000, the democratization wave that had nur-

tured civil society throughout the 1990s had made gains 

in influencing the shift in the global development rheto-

ric towards a rights-based development paradigm. 

While the post-Dakar framework called for reforms that 

foster lifelong learning and diversification of education 

program options (UNESCO 2000), the reform measures 

that have been witnessed in the education sector—and 

in the non-university system in particular—have mainly 

been competitive market driven. For the most part, the 

annexation of the public sector non-university institu-

tions into the university system continued into the post-

2000 era. The more recent development involves part-

nership initiatives between the public university sector 

and the private non-university sector that seeks to ex-

pand their reach for consumers (students). In the Ken-

yan context, for example, the traditional university has 

engaged in the provision of non-degree programs with a 

variety of private partners (Sifuna 2010). Such efforts 

have taken the university system away from the tradi-

tional mandate of training students at the bachelor’s and 

graduate levels, and into the diverse world of non-

university education and training. In effect, while the 

university has entered into the street mall education 

entrepreneurship, it has also served to expand the deliv-

ery of non-university education, albeit with little atten-

tion to quality concerns.  

More recently, the UNESCO-sponsored Dubai fo-

rum in March 2013 reaffirmed that public-private part-

nership in the delivery of education services remained 

important given that governments faced continued “aus-

terity,  public sector reform and budget cuts” (UNESCO 

2013, p. 1). The second decade of the new millennium 

shifts the focus in the whole education sector towards 

equity and access to education opportunity. The impetus 

for the latest development could be seen as the return of 

the welfare state model that reaffirms the role of the 

state in meeting the rights of its citizens. The Dakar 

conference recommitted to supporting expansion in the 

higher education sector for development (UNESCO 

2000).  This point was made clear in the preamble quot-

ing Mr. Thabo Mbeki, then president of South Africa, in 

saying that, “nowhere in the world has sustained devel-

opment been attained without a well-functioning system 

of education, without universal and sound primary edu-

cation, without an effective higher education sector, 

without equality of educational opportunities” 

(UNESCO 2000, p. 25).  

The 1990 Jomtien conference had cautioned gov-

ernments that commitment to ensure universal basic 

education should not result in the higher education sec-

tor being starved of public resources. In the follow-up 

Dakar conference of 2000, the position in support of 

higher education expansion was reiterated in the decla-

ration urging governments to increase EFA budgets 

“without sacrificing needed resources for higher levels 

of education” and focus on the goal to increase “the 

number of students that completed basic, middle and 

higher education” (UNESCO 2000, pp. 59 and 71). 

Cost remains a barrier to access to higher education 

for many poor students in Africa (Altbach, Reisberg, 

and Rumbley 2009; Sifuna 2010). The education fi-

nance discourse has thus shifted to consider extending 

loans to students in both public and private higher edu-

cation institutions. In his policy brief to the UNESCO 

International Institute for Educational Planning Asso-
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ciation for the Development of Education in Africa, for 

example, Varghese (2009) makes the case for the need 

to expand private sector higher education and “extend-

ing provisions such as student loans, travel conces-

sions” and other benefits that have so far been accorded 

to students in the public higher education sector. Within 

public higher education, it will remain to be seen if the 

privileges accorded to bachelor’s and graduate students 

will be extended to students enrolled in the newly-

embraced, traditionally non-university programs. 
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When Rankings are Urging “One Size Fits All!” 
 

Gustavo Gregoruttia,* 
 

aUniversity of Montemorelos, Mexico 

 

Over the last two decades, an increasing trend to 

classify and rank higher education has set forth. This 

trend started in the United State of America, with U.S. 

News and World Report, as the first and most prominent 

university-ranking model for the country. Similar rank-

ing systems spread like wild fire and are being used at a 

national level in many countries. However, recently 

these classifications have crossed national borders pro-

ducing international comparisons identifying “World-

Class Universities.” The first one to do this, in 2003, 

was the Institute of Higher Education of the Jiao Tong 

University in Shanghai that published the Academic 

Ranking of World Universities, also commonly referred 

to as the Shanghai Ranking. This ranking has produced 

a global impact with a wide spectrum of reaction (Mar-

ginson and van der Wende 2007). Soon after, other 

rankings appeared with some different indicators pre-

senting alternatives, although all of them ponder re-

search as a central feature for higher education. 

Examples of these are the Times Higher Education 

(2004) and the QS Stars University rankings (2010). 

Recently, the U.S. News and World Report has also 

created its own version of “World-Class Universities” 

based on QS Stars’ database. 

These rankings were highly publicized, almost in-

stantly, as real measurements of quality (Eff, Klein, and 

Kyle 2011). The Shanghai Ranking produced a consid-

erable impact on many policy makers around the world 

(Rauhvargers 2011). This fact was associated with 

competing in a globalized world where universities look 

for the best human resources to fuel their economies 

through new ideas that transfer innovation and create 

jobs. Many Latin American countries promoted increas-

ing amount of funds through policies that reinforced the 

importance of research in its multiple outputs. Moreo-

ver, assessment and accrediting agencies are weighing 

research as a central indicator of quality. Several gov-

ernment assessment policies have underscored research 

productivity as a defining characteristic for a university 

that strives for a prominent position in a globalized 

world (van Raan 2005).  

This way, competition has become furious and very 

much unfair if one looks into the indicators used to rank 

what is understood as excellence. As it is well docu-

mented, definition of quality is hardly standardized as 

these international rankings promote. Now, can existing 

rankings be real tools for assessing universities’ quali-

ty? What are some of the inconsistencies of actual rank-

ings, and is there any alternative path to rank at all? 

These are some of the questions this paper seeks to 

answer. 

 

Challenges of Existing Rankings 

 

These world rankings were highly publicized, al-

most instantly, as real measurements of quality (Mar-

ginson and van der Wende 2007). It is important to 

remark that rankings and evaluations are different con-

cepts, although they are related. When a university is 

assessed, it is against a set of benchmarks that an organ-

ization, such as an accrediting body, agrees to use as 

quality control. Universities or academic programs may 

pass or fail the required indicators. Many of the evalua-

tion indicators are qualitative and are intended to guide 

institutions in a continuous toward complex views of 

quality. On the other hand, rankings set quantitative 

indicators that allow them to compare similar institu-

tions. These benchmarks are combined into an index 

that allows rank institutions in a scale that normally 

goes from 0 to 100.  
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TABLE 1 

CRITERIA AND INDICATORS FOR THE ACADEMIC RANKING OF WORLD UNIVERSITIES (ARWU) 

 

 Criteria  Indicator Code Weight 

Quality of Education Alumni of an institution winning Nobel Prizes and Fields Medals Alumni 10% 

Quality of Faculty Staff of an institution winning Nobel Prizes and Fields Medals 

(Not included Peace and Literature Prizes) 

Award  20% 

Highly cited researchers in 21 broad subject categories (Thomp-

son ISI website) 

HiCi 20% 

Research Output Papers published in Nature and Science (With different weights 

for order and repetition of affiliation) 

N&S 20% 

Papers indexed in Science Citation Index-expanded and Social 

Science Citation Index 

PUB 20% 

Per Capita Performance Per capita academic performance of an institution (the weighted 

scores of the above five indicators divided by the number of full-

time equivalent academic staff) 

PCP 10% 

Total   100% 

Source: Shanghai Jiao Tong University’s (2011) Institute of Higher Education.  

TABLE 2 

CRITERIA AND INDICATORS FOR THE TIMES HIGHER EDUCATION (THE) 

 

Criteria Indicator Description Weight 

Teaching Teaching reputa-

tion 

Perceived reputation for teaching from international surveys (16,000-plus 

responses) 

15 % 

Staff to students This staff-student ratio intends to be a proxy for teaching quality  4.5 % 

Doctorate to 

bachelor 

Institutions with a high density of research students are more knowledge-

intensive and it is a marker of a research-led teaching environment valued 

by undergraduates and postgraduates alike. 

2.25 % 

Doctorate 

awarded 

Doctorates awarded by an institution, scaled against its size as measured 

by the number of academic staff it employs. 

6 % 

Univ. income It indicates the general status of an institution and gives a broad sense of 

the infrastructure and facilities available to students and staff. 

2.25 % 

Research Acad. peer re-

view 

University's reputation for research excellence among its peers, based on 

the 16,000-plus responses to our annual academic reputation survey. 

18 % 

Research income This category also looks at university research income, scaled against staff 

numbers and normalized for purchasing-power parity. 

6 % 

Research volume Number of papers published in the academic journals indexed by Thom-

son Reuters per academic, scaled for a university's total size and also nor-

malized for subject. This gives an idea of an institution's ability to get 

papers published in quality peer-reviewed journals. 

6 % 

Citations Research influ-

ence 

It looks at the role of universities in spreading new knowledge and ide-

as.  The data are drawn from the 12,000 academic journals indexed by 

Thomson Reuters' Web of Science database and include all indexed jour-

nals published from 2006. 

30 % 

Industry 

income 

Innovation This category seeks to capture such "knowledge transfer" by looking at 

how much research income an institution earns from industry, scaled 

against the number of academic staff it employs. 

2.5 % 

Int’l Out-

look: Peo-

ple 

Students: Under-

grad and grad  

The ability of a university to attract undergraduates and graduates from all 

over the planet. 

2.5 % 

Faculty Competition for the best faculty from around the globe.  2.5 % 

Int’l research 

influence 

The proportion of a university's total research journal publications that 

have at least one international co-author and reward higher volumes. 

2.5 % 

Total   100 % 

Source: Times Higher Education (2012). 



 Comparative & International Higher Education 5 (2013) 11 

 

 Although rankings can be useful to determine how 

well institutions do regionally or even internationally, 

they are controversial and far from neutral. One may 

ask, what are the indicators used to rank universities? 

Tables 1 and 2 show a global view of parameters and 

their power within the two most important ranking 

scales. 

Even though the THE ranking has added teaching 

among its indicators, the overall emphasis is on research 

and its products. In the case of the Shanghai Ranking, 

most of its benchmarks are highly associated to research 

as well. Several studies have proved that there are im-

portant inconsistencies and subjectivity associated with 

the way both rankings’ criteria are chosen (Archibald 

and Feldman 2008; Burness 2008; Eckles 2010). In 

addition, some researchers have questioned the accura-

cy of some the indicators (van Raan 2005; Huang 

2011). Universities may rank very differently depending 

on indicators and the weight given to each one. This 

leads to the problem of trying to highlight one model of 

higher education over others. Rankings are actually 

reflecting dominant models of tertiary education. Their 

way of measuring education quality is after a specific 

higher education pattern. Is this something wrong? 

Well, not if it is presented as one of several models 

rather than as “the” model for tertiary education. There 

are several reasons why it is important to avoid purport-

ing only one dominant higher education model.  

First, most of these rankings honor research as the 

central characteristic for a quality university. All uni-

versities should carry on some research, but achieving 

the most cited and selective journals and have Nobel 

prizes is a task for well-equipped and funded institu-

tions. This is doable for a particular group of institu-

tions that publish many English journals, have the most 

advanced labs, a wide range of the best national and 

international researchers with a strong commitment to 

the applied sciences. But how many institutions match 

such a description? Even in the United States, a front-

runner in both of the worldwide rankings highlighted in 

this article, only a reduced group of universities can 

really compete for a relevant position. 

Second, what about different models of education? 

There are thousands of training institutions that will not 

develop a pattern as described by the above two tables. 

Is that incorrect or falling short? It all depends on the 

model and purpose of the institution. The for-profit 

sector is growing like wild fire in many countries. One 

may question whether they are doing a good job, but it 

is at least interesting to see how millions are taking this 

route. Institutions like the for-profit Universidad del 

Valle de Mexico, are gaining accreditation through the 

same pattern traditionally given to only private non-

profit higher education institutions. What about distance 

education? For instance, the Virtual University of Mon-

terrey within the Tec on Monterrey, Mexico is offering 

16 master’s online degree programs and one online-

based PhD program. Thousands of students across Latin 

America are completing master’s degrees, without even 

one on-site visit.  

Third, what about other indicators of performance 

besides research? None of the most prominent rankings 

take into account community engagement, employees’ 

perceptions, values, learning outcomes, and graduates’ 

impact, to mention a few indicators that could have 

substantial impact. These are very important compo-

nents that reflect higher education institution missions. 

There is no doubt that universities are places preparing 

people to be successful professionals, who contribute to 

their disciplines, but they should also strive for training 

persons with values that impact their communities. 

Many of the institutions that are not listed on the global 

rankings contribute in many unclassified ways. For 

instance, they function as a social “equalizer” giving 

opportunities to poor and undereducated students im-

proving their chances to become middle class profes-

sionals. 

Now, here is a question someone may ask: Is it pos-

sible to measure some of these extra benchmarks, since 

they are rather difficult to measure, and combine them 

into a ranking system? The following section approach-

es this complex question.  

 

Creating Alternative Models  

 

A ranking system is needed that starts from the as-

sumption that there are multiple models of higher edu-

cation institutions and that they have various missions 



12 Comparative & International Higher Education 5 (2013) 

 

and serve many different kinds of students. To approach 

this daunting task, it is probably better to start from 

classifications that would support rankings and give 

them a solid rationale to set up some kind of “parallel” 

systems of tertiary education.  

Due to the impact rankings have made on many 

policy makers, an International Ranking Expert Group 

(IREG) was organized in 2004 and, as part of its activi-

ties, in 2006 it announced the Berlin Principles. This is 

a set of guidelines for reliable rankings that can help 

measure higher education quality. Correctly interpreted, 

they can be a useful source of information for funding 

and policies that advance education. These 10 principles 

can be summarized as follows: 

 

Purposes and Goals of Rankings 

 

1. Rankings should be one approach, and not the 

primary approach, to assessing higher educa-

tion. This will bring balance to decision-

making.  

2. They should be clear about the group of higher 

education institutions and purposes a particular 

ranking is targeting. This helps to take diversity 

as an important and significant factor. 

3. Rankings should also specify linguistic, cultur-

al, economic, and even the historical mixture 

that may impact an institutional positioning in a 

ranking.  

 

Design and Weighting of Indicators 

 

4. Rankings should state the methodology used 

and be clear about data and statistical proce-

dures to ensure transparency and credibility.  

5. They should be based more on outcomes and 

results. This may give a better picture of the 

quality a university has. 

6. Rankings should be consistent with indicators’ 

weight and avoid changing them.  

 

Collection and Processing of Data 

 

7. Data collection and processing should comply 

with international ethical standards and be as 

impartial as possible. 

8. Rankings should employ a measure of quality 

to assure that they are reliable.  

9. Link rankings to international organizations that 

would give credibility. 

 

Presentation of Ranking Results 

 

10. Offer a comprehensive understanding of all in-

dicators employed to develop a ranking, so us-

ers would have a clear understanding of how 

and what is being ranked.  

 

Recently, based on the Berlin Principles, the Euro-

pean Economic Community and UNESCO joined to-

gether to fund the Center for Higher Education 

Development in Germany, that has the mission of creat-

ing a comprehensive model to rank German and Dutch-

speaking universities. This is a multi-criteria system 

that uses multiple dimensions and users can customize 

them following a set of up to 37 indicators that are 

grouped into nine modules. These indicators are also 

applied to a wide group of disciplines most universities 

offer.  Since this ranking uses so many indicators, it 

regroups universities in three levels (low, middle, and 

high). This gives to prospective students a more com-

prehensive view of what universities offer.  

 

Final Thought 

 

Most of the existing rankings are heavily based on 

hard and quantifiable data, such as research productivi-

ty. However, most higher education institutions that put 

a good deal of resources to train professionals are “pun-

ished” as less relevant for what is defined as quality. 

These institutions, for instance, are huge social equaliz-

ers that improve not only people’s lives but also region-

al economies. Advancing research and transferring of 

ideas is one important task for higher education. But 

these activities should be weighted among other im-
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portant indicators. In other words, different ranking 

systems will provide a much better opportunity to take 

into consideration other dimensions of higher education 

to have multiple characteristics and identities. There is 

too much at risk with so few dominant ranking options. 

This can impact negatively on many institutions that are 

contributing to the advancement of society. These broad 

principles can be of help to start different types of rank-

ings that would honor the vast diversity of simultaneous 

systems of tertiary education. 
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Higher Education and Youth Unemployment in the Middle East and North Africa 
 

Shahrzad Kamyaba,* 
 

aUniversity of San Diego, USA 

 

Today, the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 

is facing a fundamental challenge to provide its over-

whelmingly young population with job opportunities. 

The youth unemployment rate between the ages of 15-

24 in MENA is hovering around 25 percent compared 

to the world average rate of 14 percent.  

Many argue that the Arab uprising is the result of 

economic failure to provide the MENA youth with em-

ployment. In fact, studies that have been conducted in 

this regard proved that protest participants were mostly 

unemployed educated citizens who were frustrated by a 

lack of employment opportunities. The December 2010 

uprising in Tunisia reflects the tipping point of the 

above mentioned problem. The story is similar in other 

MENA countries. 

The youth unemployment crisis can be traced, how-

ever, to many issues including the lack of sound devel-

opment strategies, weaknesses in the business 

environment, poor governance, lack of transparency and 

accountability, and widespread corruption. Also crucial 

is the lack of quality education to prepare youth for 

work. Many studies indicate severe educational defi-

ciencies within the higher education systems in most 

MENA countries. The lack of connection between what 

students learn in universities and what industry expects 

them to know upon graduation has created a huge un-

employment dilemma and a serious loss of opportuni-

ties. 

An example of this disconnect is Jordan where the 

major challenge for the education system is to produce 

“employable” workers with a spectrum of skills and 

proficiencies that are sound and flexible enough to close 

the gap between the competencies that the industry 

expects and what the Jordanian labor force can offer. In 

Lebanon, the inconsistencies between the structure of

the higher education programs and the real needs of the 

job market has contributed to youth unemployment and 

intensified the rate of youth migration.   

In Iran, as in many other countries in the region, the 

formal labor market has provided the implication that 

those with a university degree are more likely to find a 

“good” and secure job. Therefore, the country devel-

oped an education system that is geared towards grant-

ing degrees and diplomas rather than addressing the 

skills and training that are needed in the job market. 

Furthermore, the university admission is determined by 

a stringent exam (Konkur or Concours) which for the 

most part measures the applicants’ capacity for memo-

rization rather than critical thinking abilities and prob-

lem solving. 

Similarly, the Egyptian labor market suffers from a 

substantial gap between supply and demand as millions 

of graduates seek job opportunities. This paradox stems 

from a severe mismatch between the skills and training 

actively sought by the labor market and the quality of 

graduates. That imbalance, in turn, is the result of an 

education system that fails to meet the needs of the job 

market. Therefore, it can be predicted that the youth 

unemployment will continue to increase as long as edu-

cation policies and the higher education quality remain 

the same. 

Overall, the most commonly-shared deficiencies 

within the education systems across the region are lack 

of creativity and teaching of critical thinking, outdated 

curricula, and lack of technical/vocational popularity as 

these programs are still heavily stigmatized as the desti-

nation for those rejected by the formal schooling sys-

tem.   

In an attempt to remedy the pressing issue of youth 

unemployment, over time, policy makers across the 

region have come to recognize the immediacy of ad-

dressing the problem by introducing reforms and initia-

____________________ 
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tives. While specific solutions may differ from country 

to country, the initiative objectives have proven to be 

relevant across the whole region. Those initiatives, such 

as education for employment (e4e)1 have a common 

theme which is to reform the education systems in 

MENA so that students gain relevant skills.  

To reach this goal, the e4e initiative’s recommenda-

tions call upon universities to assume leadership in col-

laborating and partnering with the industry. This 

collaboration would culminate in practicum elements 

that would characterize university degree programs. 

Furthermore, this calls upon a new generation of faculty 

members who would have an appropriate mix of aca-

demic theory and practitioner skills. As for students, 

they would have access to internships facilitated by the 

universities. The initiative also encourages universities 

to consider offering both part-time and on-line pro-

grams through evenings and week-ends in order to ex-

pand their reach. 

While such initiatives may demonstrate real 

achievements, no country in MENA can claim to have 

sufficiently addressed the fundamental challenges fac-

ing its young citizens. Unfortunately, youth unemploy-

ment is exacerbated by the current political instability 

due to uncertainty following the so called Arab Spring. 

Higher education in the MENA region needs to address 

youth unemployment by analyzing the roots of the 

problem and put into effect aggressive policies that 

would reinforce the linkages between educational train-

ing and employability. 

 

 

Note 

  
1Education for employment (e4e) is an initiative headed 

by the International Finance Corporation, a member of 

the World Bank Group, and the Islamic Development 

Bank. Her Majesty Queen Rania Al Abdullah of Jordan 

is the Honorary Chair of this initiative, which is focused 

on positioning education as a major priority to drive 

improved employment prospects. 
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Singapore’s Search for National Identity: Building a Nation through Education 
 

Zachary S. Rittera,* 
 

aAmerican Jewish University, USA 

 

Higher education institutions in the United States 

are often concerned with access, affordability, diversity, 

research, and ranking, but there is less of an emphasis 

on building national patriotism and unity. In the case of 

Singapore, universities are concerned with all of the 

aforementioned issues, but they have also been charged 

by the Ministry of Education (MOE) to implement Na-

tional Education, which is a program created to instill a 

historical understanding of the nation, but also a love 

for country. Singaporean politicians helped implement 

National Education in 1997 out of a need to create ra-

cial harmony in Singapore’s multicultural society, as 

well as an economic desire to build national loyalty in 

its citizenry, in order to avoid further brain drain. 

Singapore (Singa-pura in Malay, meaning lion city) 

is a small island nation of 5.18 million people, with a 

diverse population of Chinese (76.8 percent), Malay 

(13.9 percent), Indian (7.9 percent) and Caucasian (1.4 

percent) citizens (Tan 2008). In the last 49 years of 

independence, Singapore has experienced a number of 

changes including economic growth, rising immigra-

tion, and increased Westernization, which have made it 

difficult for the ruling People’s Action Party (PAP) to 

create a national identity. It was once a British colony 

(1819-1942), then a Japanese one (1942-1945), then it 

became one unified nation with Malaysia (1963-1965), 

only to separate from Malaysia and gain its independ-

ence in 1965 (LePoer 1989).        

       In the late 1990s, a New York Times article re-

ported that out of 800 Singaporean students aged 14 to 

28, many Chinese Singaporeans expressed they would 

rather be Caucasian or Japanese (Richardson 1999). 

Many of these Singaporeans wanted to identify them-

selves with the world’s leading economic and cultural 

powers, namely America, Europe, and Japan. Chang

Han Yin, a sociology lecturer at the National University 

of Singapore who conducted the survey alluded to fears 

that globalization and economic success were leading to 

an identity crises in Singapore’s youth (Richardson 

1999). With this crisis of identity, Singapore’s MOE 

sought to create a new national curriculum called Na-

tional Education (NE). 

In addition, in 1996, the Singaporean MOE con-

ducted student surveys that found that many Singapore-

an students knew little about the country’s recent 

history. Students knew more about Singapore’s past as a 

British colony, but few knew about the separation from 

Malaysia, the racial riots of the 1960s, or the nation 

building efforts of the People’s Action Party (PAP) 

government (San and Goh 2003). In response, Prime 

Minister Goh Chok Tong announced the launch of NE: 

a new curriculum for primary, secondary, and post-

secondary education institutes that would instill national 

ideals, history, and racial respect in young Singapore-

ans. The PAP government created a national holiday in 

conjunction with the launch of NE, called Racial Har-

mony Day, to commemorate the Malay and Chinese 

racial riots of 1964. Some scholars believe NE is simply 

propaganda, while others laud its emphasis on critical 

thinking as a positive shift from the traditional rote 

memorization for which Asian schools are often criti-

cized (Tan and Chew 2008).        

Singapore may only be a small island nation in 

Southeast Asia; however, its educational approach has 

implications and applicability to other countries facing 

increasing globalization, spreading of Western values, 

and rising global Islamic fundamentalism (Tan and 

Chew 2008; Velayutham 2007). As Singapore faces 

challenges to their social cohesion, the government 

constructs citizenship curriculum that inculcates youth 

with Chinese Confucian values, historical knowledge, 

and national pride, in order to prevent brain drain, main-
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tain economic stability, and foster a racially tolerant 

society (Han 2009). Singapore provides a unique exper-

iment in nation-building and societal value transmission 

by instituting required NE curriculum, seminars, and 

field trips during a student’s college years (Singapore 

MOE Website 2007). This Singaporean case begs the 

question, what does it mean to be a citizen of a multi-

cultural nation in a globalizing world?  

The concepts of nation and national identity are 

complex ones at best. Is the nation a geographical loca-

tion, a construct of the government, or an imagined 

community as Anderson (1991) purports? Koh (2005, 

2006) argued that the Singaporean national identity is 

artificially constructed by the government, through 

media and schooling; in order to keep political stability, 

resist Western influences (i.e. globalization), and main-

tain racial harmony. Koh (2005) supports his argument 

by citing several speeches by Singaporean political 

leaders that contain nation building language as well as 

news coverage that indicates a lack of identity on the 

behalf of Singaporean youth. In a 1999 speech by Prime 

Minister Goh, he urged Singaporeans to become a “Sin-

gaporean tribe” (Koh 2005, p.77).  

In another speech, Prime Minister Lee Hsien 

Loong, predicated the need for NE on the notion that 

national instincts and “cultural DNA” (Koh 2005, p. 80) 

must be passed down from one generation to the next, 

in order to insure the survival of Singapore. Koh inter-

prets this language as a call by the government to re-

claim an authentic Singaporean identity that has never 

truly existed. The author goes on to assert that the Sin-

gaporean government has never recovered from the 

trauma of being ousted by Malaysia. The PAP govern-

ment was born from crisis, thus it constructs new di-

lemmas in order to mobilize a “collective will” and 

legitimize its control (Koh 2005, p. 84).    

       The curriculum and pedagogy of NE is not 

taught as one course, but is infused across the curricu-

lum in social studies, civics and moral education, histo-

ry, and geography. The message at the primary level is 

to love Singapore, while the message at the secondary 

level is to know Singapore, and at the junior college 

level (pre-university), the message is to lead Singapore. 

For the less academically inclined students attending 

institutes of technical education (the United States’ 

equivalent to vocational institutes), the NE message is 

that these students’ role in society is to aid their families 

and Singapore by working hard and maintaining a sta-

ble social order, while university students should learn 

NE curriculum in order to lead and shape the country’s 

future (Koh 2006). This hierarchical division of societal 

roles, Koh (2006) argues, seems counterintuitive for a 

national curriculum that aims to build a national con-

sciousness. Other criticisms of NE are that it presents 

only the PAP’s version of Singaporean history, which 

could lead to conformist thinking, or on the other spec-

trum, outright student rejection of the historical material 

(Koh 2006). Furthermore, most teachers were born 

post-independence; therefore, they too may disregard 

the new patriotic and nation-building curriculum as 

“jingoistic [government] propaganda” (Koh 2006, p. 

367).   

Sim (2008) offers a different view of NE. While 

critical of the authoritarian approach of NE that lacks 

critical questioning of national history and identity, Sim 

(2008) also offers a realistic portrayal of why the gov-

ernment still enforces NE. Chua (1995) and Sim (2011) 

explain that the People’s Action Party is constantly 

concerned with Singaporean survival, their monopoly 

on Singaporean politics, and national stability in light of 

bombing threats of the Changi Airport by Islamic ter-

rorist group, Jemaah Islamiya. Singapore has no real 

natural resources, is flanked by two developing Muslim 

nations (Indonesia and Malaysia), and has had violent 

racial riots in its past and as a result, the government 

feels it is imperative for the nation’s survival to create 

racial harmony, foster a sense of loyalty, and cultivate 

educated workers.  

In the 2007 Committee on National Education Ex-

ecutive Summary, the MOE gives data that indicates 

that NE is working for students at the college level, and 

the document also provides information on NE efforts 

being made at the college level. Statistical footnotes in 

the document indicate that over 90% of students at eve-

ry grade level have reported positive responses for the 

measure: “I am proud to be a Singaporean” (MOE 

2007) from 1999 to 2005. Furthermore, when asked if 

they value multi-racial characteristics of Singaporean 
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society, 94 percent of polytechnic students responded 

positively. While these figures indicate that NE’s mes-

sage of meritocracy, racial harmony, and loyalty to 

country are being instilled in pupils, one figure illus-

trates cause for concern for policy makers. When asked 

if they would stay in Singapore if given the chance to 

live anywhere in the world, only 23 percent of universi-

ty students answered yes. The National Population Sec-

retariat’s data suggests that 180,000 Singaporeans 

resided abroad as of 2010, 20 percent of the top per-

forming junior college students end up working abroad, 

and the number of college educated Singaporeans look-

ing for work in Australia, Europe, and the United States 

continue to increase (Chan-Hoong and Soon 2010). The 

fear of an imminent brain drain led Singaporean politi-

cal leaders to call for a strengthening of emotional ties 

to Singapore, and as a result, National Education was 

implemented to help retain Singapore’s best and bright-

est  (Chan-Hoong and Soon 2010).  

At the higher education level, NE is carried out in 

different ways. National University of Singapore (NUS) 

students are required to take a course from the Singa-

pore Studies department, which offers classes on local 

and global cultures and politics, such as “Singapore 

Film: Performance of Identity” and “Singapore, Asia, 

and American Power” (NUS website 2009). Other insti-

tutions, such as Singapore Polytechnic have devised a 

NE student committee that not only takes students on 

fieldtrips to culturally relevant sites (such as military 

bases and ethnic neighborhoods), but has also created 

its own curriculum called Active Citizenry: Beyond 

Kopi Tiam (Malay, meaning coffee shop) Banter, that 

teaches students about national history, values, identity, 

and future challenges (Singapore Polytechnic Website 

2012).  

In addition, Singapore Management University 

(SMU) offers a Singapore social studies program, 

which utilizes constructivist pedagogies and small 

learning communities to educate students on the rich 

culture, art, economy, and society that make up this 

unique island nation. Both NUS and SMU are compel-

ling examples of Citizenship Education implementation 

at the college level that have yet to receive a great deal 

of attention from higher education scholars in Singapore 

or America. Future research should focus on a compara-

tive analysis of patriotic views, historical understand-

ing, multicultural awareness, and conceptualizations of 

national identity for both American and Singaporean 

college students. Studies such as this, could reveal more 

about how to build national unity in a diverse and con-

tinually globalizing world.  

Singapore’s education system has had to do a com-

plex balancing act between maintaining a local identity, 

in light of a globalizing world. The government has 

striven to instill national pride in their young citizens, in 

order to keep them from venturing off to Europe, China, 

Australia, and Europe for job opportunities. Singapore’s 

development of Asian values curriculum is unique in 

the sense that the government forged an Asian identity 

out of a Malay, Chinese, Indian, and Eurasian popula-

tion. The need for this forging of national culture is 

illuminated when viewed through the prism of Tönnies 

transition from gemeinschaft (community) to gesell-

schaft (society). Gemeinschaft is explained as a house 

or family in pre-modern times in which its members 

cared for one another, were bound by a common ances-

try, and worked together for a “common goal” (Tönnies 

1957, p. 42). As the rural household or community was 

replaced by an industrialized society that was profit 

driven and selfish, the individual transformed from a 

communal being to an isolated social actor. Contempo-

rary social scientists have reconstructed the gemein-

schaft-gesellschaft antinomy to represent the conflict 

between the nation-state and the global society. One can 

draw parallels with the example of Singapore, in which 

the country represents a gemeinschaft striving to pre-

serve its local culture in light of a dominant Western 

cultural gesellschaft threat.  

The NE curriculum was thus infused with Asian 

values that resemble Tönnies’ gemeinschaft: Confucian 

vales of familial duties, hard work, collectivism, and 

respect for authority (Lee et. al. 2004). Whereas, in the 

Western counterpart, or gesellschaft, individualism, 

materialism, and democratic values are prized. Singa-

pore’s semi-authoritarian government has come to em-

brace the Western free market economy, but has shied 

away from subscribing to Western notions of political 

democracy and human rights. This political and cultural 
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cherry picking is best explained by Japanese philoso-

pher Masakuza Yamazaki’s schema, which described 

East Asian countries as having adopted and adapted 

Western political practices at the governmental level 

(first strata), retained their nation’s civilization in their 

legal institutions (second strata), and preserved their 

traditional cultures on the familial level (third strata) 

(Kennedy 2005). This schema problematizes Tönnies 

duality, and adds another layer of analysis, going from 

the most public governmental strata, to the most private 

familial strata. The Singaporean government began to 

see a tidal shift in this third strata of familial values and 

cultural identities of young citizens, thus it decided to 

take action. 

NE is a fundamental part of going global and stay-

ing local because it strives to instill young citizens with 

the values the government hopes will boost loyalty to 

the country, but at the same time teaches students the 

value of temporarily working abroad (Koh 2007). The 

government’s motive for creating this civic nationalism 

is for economic productivity and social cohesion. As 

Foucault’s notion of governmentality (Foucault, 

Burchell, Gordon, and Miller 1991; Koh 2007) indi-

cates, a government manages a country’s wealth, pro-

vides health care, creates jobs, and ensures the general 

welfare of its people. In addition, there is a psychologi-

cal dimension to party rule that involves “the cultivation 

of a certain mind-set and habitus conducive to guiding 

the conduct of human beings” (Koh 2007, p. 183). In 

other words, those in power prescribe youths with cer-

tain values, through schooling, in order to create loyal 

and productive workers that will contribute to a national 

economy. 

In Singapore we see a society in transition. It is a 

nation-state that has achieved economic success in a 

short span of time, has overcome ethnic tensions, and 

gained first world status. The government has tried to 

limit cultural globalization but has at the same time 

encouraged economic globalization. The PAP encour-

agement of Western values and at other times Asian 

values may seem paradoxical, however, it is simply a 

mark of the difficult waters a young nation such as Sin-

gapore must navigate in a world of competing ideolo-

gies and expanding global markets.  

American citizenship education at the college level 

is not as strong as it is in Singapore, in terms of incul-

cating national history, values, unity, and pride. Some 

US universities provide multicultural and service-

learning courses that are important for fostering 

knowledge of different cultures and civic engagement; 

however, there needs to be a discussion not only of our 

differences, but of what makes us American in the 

United States. While Singapore is only a small island 

nation, the US may be able to take a page from Singa-

pore’s education system about how to encourage social 

cohesion through a common history, value system, and 

shared national identity. 
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