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Hi everyone a very good afternoon. My name is Yao Quan, and I’m currently studying at Duke University. Once again, welcome to E2K4. I believe you will find your time here this afternoon fruitful and well-spent, and I hope that my short session here will be an apt prelude for you, that it can give you some broad ideas of what an education in the States is like, before you go down to the individual booths and consider each university or college in detail. 
Let me first start by saying what this presentation is not about. The title here, Why Study in the U.S.? may be a little misleading. Some people may read it as, Why Study in the U.S., and not anywhere else? But I’m not here to hard-sell the States to you today, to tell you that the American education system is the best in the world. I don’t believe there is any country that provides the “best” tertiary education. There are only “best-fits”, that is to say, programs which suit your individual goals and needs best. And that is the first take-away I have for you all today. 

I an aware that American schools are some of the best universities in the world, and that, I agree whole-heartedly, but realize that an education is not merely confined within the boundaries of a school. When you opt to study in a foreign place, you are also choosing to live a different way of life, experience a different culture and meet different people for at least 3 or 4 years of your life, and all these go into the package we call education. So make sure your final choice school and country can fit your bill in these aspects. If you are very certain that you want to study engineering for example, and like a well-structured, direct Masters program, then maybe UK will be a good choice. If you are planning to go into business ultimately and want an education guided by pragmatism, then maybe you should consider studying in China and start becoming “bicultural”, so that you have a head-start when you tap the Chinese market. If you like a Western education but don’t wish to be so far away from home, then Australia is a very legitimate option. I also know of friends studying medicine in Dublin, Ireland, and Glasgow, Scotland, and so on and so forth. The bottom line is: recognize the world out there, and make a well-informed choice.
Alright, so what is it that an American education can offer that few others can? For me, the beauty of a tertiary education in the U.S. lies in the academic flexibility it offers to the student. The Americans believe in a broad-based, liberal arts education, and essentially that means you get to, or rather, you have to do quite a number of classes that are not within your major or discipline. There are broad guidelines that differ from school to school regarding these classes, but you still have plenty of freedom to explore different subjects like psychology, history, economics, even art history, Spanish etc etc. So for those of you who have this passion for academia in general, then the U.S. is really one academic extravaganza for you. 

The rationale for such a broad based education is that your college years are definitely not the pinnacle of your education. Rather they give you a broad foundation from which you slowly work towards that peak of your educational attainments. The analogy I have here is a pyramid. It really depends on how you perceive education. If you believe education is a lifetime endeavor, then you will buy this. A broad foundation not just in your knowledge, but also in your cognitive skills – be it written and oral communication skills, critical analysis, quantitative analysis, or research. That is one more thing about a college education. One of my teachers once said that a degree is really nothing – nothing in terns of the depth of your knowledge in whatever discipline you have chosen, and I believe that is true. I think the training of the mind is a much more valuable return you will reap in those four years, an asset that will bring you a much longer way than what little knowledge you have can. You can also argue that taking classes in a wide spectrum of disciplines is like delving a bit into everything and ending up with nothing, but I believe otherwise. I believe in the sum being greater than its parts; many different disciplines are actually inter-related and mutually enhancing, and having that extra exposure can help you weave together a more complete understanding of the world we live in. 
The academic flexibility in the U.S. also allows you to really customize the degree program you desire. Double majors are very popular there, and the school has no qualms about any combination you want to do. As long as you can complete the requirements for both majors, no one is going to stop you from taking Electrical Engineering with Music for example. My good friend in Duke is doing Physics and Philosophy. Most Singaporeans who go over to the U.S. have a head start of about half to one complete year of work, compared to our American contemporaries, because in our A levels we cover more than they do in high school, so a double major is certainly manageable. So it is really up to you to mix and match. In Duke, you can even go one step further by enrolling in what they call Program II. Program I is for undergrads who are doing available majors. Program II undergrads create their own major, say in Human Rights, and put together a list of relevant classes to propose to the dean. I’m not sure if all other schools in the U.S. have a program like this, but I will be surprised if the majority doesn’t. 
One other attractive point about studying in the U.S., I think, is that you are in the thick of the action. What you study in class is usually happening in real life around you. Although many other countries have very promising high-tech industries, I would venture to say that the States, with its Silicon Valley and biotech companies, is still a solid forerunner in engineering and R&D. New York City is the financial capital of the world. American politics and foreign policies are, needless to say, the most influential in the world. So be it engineering, economics, political science, international relationships or what not, chances are you will see what you read in the textbook being played out in real life. The professor teaching you a certain technique or concept or theory may even be the one who developed it in the first place. You may also get to learn about or even help him in his latest research efforts. The dominant position of the U.S. in so many fields also means opportunities to intern at some of the best companies in whatever industry you are looking at.

U.S universities are also generally quite well-off, especially private schools. This would therefore translate into better resources, for example well-stocked libraries, nicer campuses, and special programs. For example in Duke, there is this program called the Duke Marine Lab, and basically students spend a semester or the summer holidays at Beaufort, which is near Duke, or in Bermuda, and study marine ecosystems and marine biology. I’m sure it will be quite an experience to be on this program, and although you still pay the regular school fees and there is no subsidy for these programs whatsoever, it does take a bit to build the infrastructure and the facilities in these places. Public schools may have less of these luxuries, I’m really not sure, so don’t quote me on that.
Perhaps at this point I should address one issue. How many of you have heard something about the active participation and vibrant environment in the American classroom? My advice would be: don’t be too taken in by all this hype. I know it sounds very appealing after 12 years of what may be stifling education to some people over here, and you just can’t wait to go over there and indulge in this different learning environment. Different environment? Vibrant, vocal? True to some extent, but take note that many classes, especially big lecture groups, are largely unidirectional also. Some discussion groups are also very quiet. And my personal take is that sometimes, discussions aren’t all that fruitful. My personal experience is that at times, conversations can go a bit out of point, and the points raised a bit trivial. Of course, there were also many other fruitful sessions, and all I’m trying to do here is to paint a slightly more realistic picture of the learning climate there. 

Like I said, culture is one big part of the whole overseas experience, so one big reason that should compel you to choose the States is an interest in the American culture, an interest to find out what makes the people of this powerful nation tick, what they are most concerned about, and how American history interplays with their current lives. 
And I have to include this: American sports. I know of a friend who just graduated from Dartmouth, and being the sports enthusiast he is, he remarked that the one thing that would make me go back to live in the States is the sports there. And I can definitely see why. American football, baseball, basketball, ice hockey and what have you. Watching an NBA match live in Madison Square in New York, or WWE if you wish. Or witnessing the UMich-Ohio State football rivalry. These are the fun stuff that you would remember doing while overseas.

I will stop here. Thanks for your attention, and I’ll open up this time now to anyone who have a question to raise. Please feel free to  ask me anything, and I’ll try to answer to the best of my abilities. 

