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AMBASSADOR KENTON KEITH’S 

REMARKS to the  2008 NATIONAL SCHOOL CONFERENCE ON INTERNATIONAL YOUTH EXCHANGE, INDIANAPOLIS, INDIANA, FEBRUARY 28-29/2008

(as prepared)
Thank you and good afternoon.
 It is a genuine pleasure for me to be with you.  When John Hishmeh approached me about coming to address your conference on the importance of international exchange to American communities, it was an opportunity I seized on without hesitation.  The subject is dear to my heart.
 Looking at your conference agenda, I know there will be in-depth discussion of the challenges we face in increasing the flow of American youngsters studying abroad and in hosting young foreign students who want an American educational experience.  You will no doubt already be familiar with the rather abysmal statistics, both inbound and outbound. For more than four years as chair of the Alliance for International Educational and Cultural Exchange, I have become all too familiar with the problems we face.  But it is in the vital interest of the United States that we work to overcome these problems, and I’m here to give you my view of why.  
 For most of my professional life I was a foreign service officer with the US Information Agency.  It was a wonderful, challenging profession and I miss it.  Part of our job in USIA was to try to explain, or at least to clarify American policies.  And since I spent most of my career in the Middle East, you can imagine that the challenge was sometimes pretty daunting.   But at the same time, we were working to explain American society, values and institutions.  And strangely enough, American culture was respected and admired wherever I was posted.  Of course we were respected for our power and our economy, but I found that even people who were never going to come to this country nevertheless had their little piece of the American dream.  It was a common thing to be told, “we like Americans, we just don’t like your policies.”
In fact, in the bipolar competition for hearts and mind that formed the background of most of my career, America’s most powerful tools were the exchange programs—the educational and professional exchanges programs, both private and government sponsored—that exposed foreign audiences to Americans in their environment. And when that exposure came at the age of high schoolers, it had a way of being truly life-changing.  And life-changing not just for the students who came to America, but also for the families and communities who hosted them.  Over the years, I have met dozens of men and women who had that experience in the United States at a young age.  Obviously they can be pretty angry at American policy from time to time, but then so can I.  But they can’t be fooled about America.  They know us, and in some small way they ARE us.  
 But as I said, even among those who never came to the U.S. on any sort of exchange program or tourism there was a reservoir of good will.  In the Middle East many related to Americans whose ancestors came from their own country or region.  People liked our popular culture, and they even adopted American heroes.  

It was a fact of life that we and our allies were in grim competition with the Soviet Union and its allies.  And even though each of the adversarial groups was capable of incinerating the planet, we lived with a kind of structure that gave us a sense – if not of comfort, at least some kind of predictability.  So we competed for the hearts and minds of the rest of the world, and over time if we didn’t actually win, the Soviets clearly lost.  This left us as the sole superpower, the only power in fact that can act decisively on the world stage.

In the minds of some, we were simply able to declare victory and assume that our world vision of political and social arrangements would prevail, that democracy would break out everywhere, that the rule of law would be established, that respect for human rights would forge ahead, that free market economies would be the order of the day.  

It was thought by successive administrations and the Congress that the global economy, information technology and the ease with which people could travel would establish better communication and greater mutual understanding.  We now understand that this vision was badly mistaken.  The tragic events of 9/11 were simply the most dramatic evidence that our challenge remains, and in some ways is more intractable than in the past. 

There is practically no one today in Washington, on either side of the aisle or anywhere within the political spectrum who isn’t clear on one thing:  America has never been more alone.  We are regarded by many around the world as arrogant, selfish and culturally biased.  And this is not limited to the so-called “Third World.”  Even our oldest allies are fearful that our unilateralist impulses threaten the collective system of security that we ourselves invented.  But this is not the severest challenge;  Relations with our European friends have always waxed and waned, and right now things look better with fundamentally pro-American leaders in France and Germany.  

No, clearly the most critical threat is that perceptions of the U.S. in the vast Islamic world are poor and getting worse.  Our war on terrorism is perceived by many to be a war on Islam.  Virtually all Muslims – and not just in the Arab world – reject what they regard as America’s biased support for Israel.  There is a sense that American power in Afghanistan was unleashed on the Taliban and Al-Qaeda without proof of their guilt for 9/11 and without proper regard for innocent civilians.  There is a lingering sense that our invasion of Iraq was unjustified and based on trumped up charges.   It may be generations before we can overcome the revulsion Muslims are feeling with the emerging story of physical abuse and sexual humiliation of Iraqi prisoners under our control.  

On the other side of this divide is … the average American.  Let’s put aside Americans whose studies, or work experience, travels, or curiosity has given them an international perspective.  Let’s consider the average among us.  This would include the 87% of our citizens who don’t have a passport and not much interest in traveling abroad.  This might also include those in the 80-plus percentile who cannot locate Iraq or Saudi Arabia on a map, or the 40-plus percentile who cannot locate the Pacific Ocean on a map.  It would NOT include that miniscule percentage of American students – less than one percent, who study abroad.
And yet, as a foreign service officer who dealt in public diplomacy, it was precisely the average American who was our strength—or secret weapon, if you will.  It was average Americans, in their vast diversity, their basic industriousness and generosity of spirit, in their ingrained respect for fairness, who influenced the thousands of foreigners who came here on exchange programs of every kind.  Indeed, Americans are, by and large, puzzled by the degree of anti-Americanism that exists throughout the world.  It is certainly true that the baseline of our international knowledge is dangerously low, and was even before 9/11.

We suffered a terrible loss on that day, and it revealed the fact that our role in the world, like it or not, dose not allow us to be isolated.  Our way of life, the open and permissive society we have long enjoyed has already been constrained by the Patriot Act and the understandable impulse to circle the wagons.  Common sense tells us that we must act prudently in this dangerous world, but as difficult as it may seem, we must undertake a focused effort to connect with those whose mistaken image of us contributes to the threats we now face.

There is no doubt in my mind that the center of that focused effort has to be exchanges, both inbound “discovering America” exchanges, and outbound “discovering the World” exchanges.  Much of my personal lobbying effort has gone into the challenge for American higher education.  Of course all of us in government service realized that high school programs were highly effective, but the volume was always so low.  Last year there were fewer than 30,000 foreign high school students being hosted in the U.S. and fewer than 3,000 American high school students studying abroad.  
Given the challenges to our evolving role in the world, the numbers for inbound students don’t begin to approach the needs.   The situation is better in 2008 than it was a few years ago, but the system is not absorbing enough students.  When you accept a foreign student in the community it is an act of citizen diplomacy.  Conversely, when a school system -- or an individual principal -- closes the door, it deprives both our students and theirs of a meaningful experience.  They call those years formative years for a reason.

The U.S. government has understood the importance of bringing these youngsters here, and they have put government funding into programs such as the YES program and other programs designed especially to target Muslim youth.  This is vital.  The Alliance has been calling for doubling the funding for exchanges in general, and there is a positive trend for government appropriations.   Among our heroes in Congress for this activity are the internationalists like Richard Lugar.

But on the other side of the ledger, our large private sector youth exchange organizations are coping the problems you all know only too well.  The demographics of the US have changed since the early days of these programs.  Finding host families is more of a challenge today than it was when Mom was home to organize the household for her own kids and the student guest.  And things have changed in the schools.  School officials in the past certainly saw the value to their student population of having a foreign student among them.  Now, that kind of diversity is far from a novelty in many if not most of our schools.  

As if this weren’t enough of a challenge, the regulatory burdens placed on exchange organizations by the State Department have increased beyond the point that I personally consider necessary.  

Finally, the visa process, since 9/11, has become much more burdensome, especially in those areas where we need to be increasing our reach.  

Frankly, the organizations who deal with the inbound high school programs are faced with heavy and mounting challenges, and whether they will be able to maintain a model based on volunteer hosts families and placement in public schools is open to some question. 

Outbound

If the Inbound programs are inadequate to our country’s needs, the outbound programs are much worse.  In fact there is a relative handful of high school students who study abroad, and most of them are clustered in a few Europeans countries.  Proportionately there is too large a percentage of our students in Spain, Germany and Britain, and too small a percentage in Egypt, Morocco or Indonesia.

It is hard to see how this number can significantly increase in the near term.  There is a far greater chance that those students will have an international experience when the go off to college or university.  But even there, fewer than 1% will actually study abroad for any length of time.

Internationalizing the classroom

No, the deficit in our students’ understanding and appreciation of other cultures, societies and belief systems must be made up in American classrooms.  How?

It is heartening to me to see the work of the Asia Foundation in bringing international education into the schools.  Providing resources and training to teachers is essential.  Meridian International Center’s program with the Washington DC schools is such an effort.  (You can visit the program on Meridian’s website:  www.meridian.org.)   Also, you should check out the new U.S. Center for Citizen Diplomacy’s work.

Strangely enough, what seems to me to be so self-evident, seems -- at best -- unimportant to most Americans.  I’ve referred to our low baseline of international awareness.  What is even more distressing is the widespread attitude that knowing about the rest of the world is simply not relevant.  Yes, our challenge is great.

Virtual Exchange?

In Washington, we are beginning to see a focus on exchange in cyberspace, or virtual exchange.  Congress has funded a study to investigate the potential of serious gaming, social networking and alternative media in the field of public diplomacy.  One game, I have been told, has 10 million active players around the world, 2 million of whom are in China.  The idea that is being explored is the establishment of a foundation, similar to the National Science Foundation, or the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, which would provide grants to Americans in the field whose work created positive, problem-solving mindsets across borders.  

This is exciting stuff, and clearly international communication will be different in the future than it  is today.  But will it take the place of travel and personal interaction.  I think not.  I hope not.

But if you agree with me that internationalizing education at all levels is in America’s vital interests what can be done to move our agenda forward?

First, there needs to be rapid and comprehensive expansion of the kinds of programs that I’ve described.  This takes money, of course, but the resource question is not impossible.  Foundations have shown the willingness to get involved, and the U.S. government’s programs could also expand.  

It will be argued that under the Bush administration funding for government exchange programs has expanded. This of course is true.  But what is needed is for government to get religion.  They need to see the light like Paul on the Road to Damascus and realize that spending less than one tenth of one percent of our military budget on these programs is a terrible mistake.

Through your Congressional representatives you should urge Congressional Action to:


A.  Make secure borders/open doors a reality.
The Department of Homeland Security and the Department of State have the right approach, I believe, but they site Congressional pressures against increasing foreign student populations in the U.S.

B.  Tax incentives for host families

For years Congress has been hesitant to adopt tiny tax incentives for families hosting foreign students.  What is needed is a whole new mindset.  A family hosting a foreign student for more than 6 months should get a full 
personal exemption.

C.  State Departments of Education should provide training and incentives for teachers.  

Teachers should be encouraged to introduce international perspective throughout their curricula.  This can be done, but incentives (such as travel grants) will probably be necessary.  And this would probably need to be a program of the Department of Education.
I would also urge you to be more creative in tapping the business sector in your international projects.    Education is one area where businesses will spend money.  Create programs that are self contained and measurable, and business are often open to partnerships.

I’m so happy to be a part of this conference.  I thank you for inviting me and I wish you well.

Ambassador Kenton Keith

February 28, 2008

Indianapolis, Indiana

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
