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That American students do not sit at the
head of the international class when it

comes to mathematics and science is by now
well known. But this new, 41-nation assess-
ment suggests that some suspects often blamed
for the poor showing may be innocent.

The American eighth-graders in this study
scored somewhat below the international
average in mathematics. In science, U.S. stu-
dents did better than the international aver-
age but were still vastly outperformed by
their counterparts in Singapore, the Czech
Republic, Japan, and South Korea. If an
international talent search were held to
select the top 10 percent of all mathematics
students, only five percent of American
eighth-graders would make the grade—com-
pared with 45 percent of the Singaporean
pupils, 34 percent of the Korean youngsters,
and 32 percent of the Japanese ones.

Why are American youths lagging
behind? Too much TV? Not enough home-
work? Too short a school year? These oft-fin-
gered culprits may not be guilty, this study
suggests. While 38 percent of U.S. eighth-
graders spent three or more hours after
school watching TV or videos, 39 percent of
Japanese eighth-graders did the same. And

whereas 86 percent of U.S. math teachers
assigned homework at least three times a
week, only 21 percent of Japanese teachers
did. As for time in school, U.S. eighth-
graders spent 143 hours a year in math class-
es and 140 hours a year in science classes,
compared with only 117 hours and 90 hours,
respectively, for Japanese students. 

Though the study found no simple expla-
nation for the relatively poor showing of U.S.
students, it did turn up a few clues. The U.S.
eighth-grade math curriculum is less
advanced than others, focusing more on
arithmetic than on algebra and geometry. In
addition, U.S. math teachers seem to stress
getting students to acquire particular skills
(such as being able to solve a certain type of
problem), instead of encouraging students—
as Japanese instructors do—to think in terms
of mathematical concepts.

One more clue: In Japan, students at the
end of ninth grade must take a high school
entrance exam. The scores determine
whether they will attend the best schools,
and thus powerfully influence their future
careers and lives. American junior high stu-
dents simply are not subjected to that kind of
pressure to study hard.
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More than 70 percent of all women
between the ages of 20 and 54 are in

the labor force these days. Do they face
widespread sex discrimination? Yes, say
many feminists, citing the “wage gap”
between men and women, the “glass ceil-
ing” blocking women’s rise to the executive
suite, and the concentration of women in
lower-paying “pink-collar” jobs, such as
teaching and nursing. But Furchtgott-Roth,
an economist at the American Enterprise
Institute, and Stolba, a historian at Emory
University, in Atlanta, say these notions mis-

represent the real situation of women.
While the National Organization for

Women (NOW) claims that women are
paid only 60 to 89 cents for every dollar
men earn, the authors say this ignores crit-
ical variables. Because of childbearing and
family responsibilities, women choose to
spend more years away from work than
men do. They have less seniority. They are
absent more often. This is reflected in
their pay. When the incomes of childless
women and men ages 27 to 33 are com-
pared, as in one recent study, women’s
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earnings turn out to be about 98 percent of
the male average.

The glass ceiling is also a myth, the
authors maintain. True, a 1995 report by the
federal Glass Ceiling Commission created
by the Civil Rights Act of 1991 found that
only five percent of senior managers at
Fortune 2000 industrial and service firms are
female. But, Furchtgott-Roth and Stolba
point out, the commission failed to consider
that the pool of women qualified by experi-
ence and education to hold senior corporate
executive positions was tiny. This situation is
changing, they add, as more and more
women enter “male-dominated” professions
and progress through the ranks. During the
last decade, the number of female executive
vice presidents more than doubled.

Even so, many women do not have the
same career goals as their male peers,
Furchtgott-Roth and Stolba observe. A
recent study by an executive search firm
found that only 14 percent of the women

surveyed—compared with 46 percent of the
men—were eyeing the top job in their firm.

Many working women, the authors say,
prefer traditional pink-collar jobs, despite
their typically lower pay, because they offer
flexibility that lets the women better com-
bine work with family responsibilities. Also,
the job skills required are such that women
can leave the work force for a time and then
return as viable job candidates. That is not
possible in engineering, for example, where
job skills must be continually upgraded.

Finally, Furchtgott-Roth and Stolba say,
more and more women in recent years have
been starting their own businesses (at twice
the rate of men)—and succeeding. Between
1987 and 1992, the number of female-
owned firms increased 43 percent. Today,
they number 7.7 million, including 3.5 mil-
lion home-based firms in fields such as con-
sulting and finance. These statistics, the
authors write, belie the notion that women
face an economy stacked against them.
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Americans seem to regard every lost fac-
tory job as a tragedy. Forgotten, by all

except the workers themselves, notes Milk-
man, a sociologist at the University of Cali-
fornia, Los Angeles, are the frustrations and
degradations of daily life in the factory. The
experiences of workers from one factory—the
General Motors (GM) automobile assembly
plant in Linden, New Jersey—she says, suggest
that “nostalgia for the industrial past is deeply
misguided.”

In the mid-1980s, as GM struggled to meet
intensified international competition, it gave
the Linden plant a $300 million overhaul.
With 219 robots and other automated devices
on hand, many fewer workers were needed on
the assembly line. Of the more than 4,000 pro-
duction workers, nearly 1,000—most relative-
ly young—accepted a GM buyout of $25,000
to $35,000, knowing that their jobs were not
necessarily secure.

Five years later, Milkman says, “almost all
reported without hesitation that they would
make the same decision . . . over again—in
large part because of their bitter memories of
working at GM.” The vast majority of these
men and women easily found new jobs.

Nearly one-third initially became self-
employed (the proportion declined over
time), and most of these claimed to be earn-
ing more than they had at GM. The workers
who turned to wage and salary jobs general-
ly took pay cuts, Milkman says, but few
expressed nostalgia for their old jobs.

What about those who stayed with GM to
work in the modernized Linden plant? The
production workers did not make out as well
as the workers in skilled trades, who increased
their expertise and gained greater responsibili-
ties. The unskilled workers found that the new
technology had further simplified their work,
often making it even more mindless than
before. But even so, they “have no kind words
for the traditional system of mass production,
GM style,” Milkman writes. “Contrary to the
popular assumption that blue-collar workers
are committed to the work rules and other fea-
tures of the status quo ante, few current GM-
Linden employees complain about the new
forms of work organization they now con-
front.” What many do complain about, she
says, is management’s failure to go far enough
in fulfilling its promise of increased worker
participation and responsibility.


